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ABSTRACT 
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Major Advisor: Dr. S. Kenneth Thurman 

Dissertation Advisor: Dr. Catherine C. Schifter 

 Recruitment and retention of ethnically diverse students in college education 

preparation programs remains a difficult challenge for many colleges and universities 

across the United States. Low numbers of education majors yield low numbers of 

ethnically diverse teachers in the teaching workforce. According to 2010 data from the 

National Center of Education Statistics, African American students comprise about 16% 

of our public school students nationwide, but African American teachers only represent 

about 8% of the teaching workforce. While Asian students comprise 4.6% of the total 

public school population, only 1% of the teachers in American public schools are Asian 

(National Center of Education Statistics, 2010). Additionally, Latinos are expected to 

make up a third of the total U.S. school-age population (ages 3-17) by the year 2036, 

while Latino teachers represent only 14% of the teacher workforce (NCES, 2012).  

 Although college going rates for ethnically diverse students are increasing, many 

of those students are not choosing education as a major. Researchers have studied the 

perceptions ethnically diverse students have about teaching and have identified numerous 
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barriers, such as: limited educational opportunities, more lucrative career options and 

standardized testing requirements (Madkins, 2011). Furthermore, Gordon’s (1994) 

research points to not graduating from high school, negative experiences in school, lack 

of respect, teachers not being prepared for diversity, lack of support for college, lack of 

academic encouragement, “racelessness,” absence of role models of color, low status of 

the profession, too much education for the return, low pay, negative image, poor school 

conditions, having more opportunities elsewhere, and racism as contributing factors 

affecting students’ decisions not to pursue a career in education. Graham and Erwin 

(2011) who studied African American boys discovered three themes: negative 

perceptions of teachers and teaching, perceptions of schools as oppressive institutions, 

and African American men are nonconformists. While these are all significant potential 

barriers to ethnically diverse students choosing careers in education, those ethnically 

diverse students who do choose to pursue teaching may be able to shed some light on the 

issue. Since much of the research focuses on the barriers and limitations ethnically 

diverse students face in our society, part of the purpose of this research is to highlight 

what is working for ethnically diverse students who are pursuing a career in education.  

The purpose of this dissertation is to describe the factors that contribute to an 

ethnically diverse education major’s career aspiration and college success. Since the 

disparity problem is multifaceted, I addressed historical, personal and social aspects that 

may impact the overall phenomenon, including: desegregation of teachers of color, 

students’ experiences within the context of secondary schools, issues surrounding 

institutional racism, students’ perceptions of teachers and teaching, college readiness, 
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college recruitment and retention of teacher candidates, mentoring, personal motivations 

and identity development.  

I endeavored to capture the rich stories of ethnically diverse college students’ 

journeys to becoming a teacher and to understand what impact mentoring may have had 

on their career aspirations and college success. Results from this study can inform 

students, schools, and colleges and universities about the barriers and support systems 

that successful education majors of color report affect them. Since the primary focus is on 

the perceived effect of mentoring, the results may also provide insights regarding the 

retention of ethnically diverse students once they enroll in college. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Current Context for this Study 

 

AASCU Task Force Recommendations 

 Although the challenges of recruiting and retaining teachers of color in American 

public schools are multifaceted, the College Readiness Report overviews some programs 

designed to first help close the achievement gap for ethnically diverse students and help 

prepare those students for college. The American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities (AASCU) Task force urges colleges to work collaboratively with their 

communities to identify specific needs and programs. The Task Force recommends four 

foundational programs that should be implemented at all colleges: strong teacher 

preparation programs; curriculum alignment between P-12 schools and post-secondary 

schools; timely feedback to the high schools about the successes and challenges faced by 

college freshmen; and dual enrollment classes (AASCU, 2012).  

How much teacher quality affects student learning has been documented in the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (2011) report that stated, “...in every year 

since 2005, students in grades four and eight whose teachers had a master’s degree had 

higher reading and mathematics scores than students whose teachers did not. The 

Measure for America 2010-2011 report stated, “Teacher quality is the most decisive 

classroom factor in student achievement” (American Human Development Project, 

2010). Therefore, colleges and universities need to provide excellent teacher preparation 

programs and recruit students who come from diverse backgrounds to be teachers, and 
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perhaps advocate for other ethnically diverse students and equity in the teaching 

profession.  

Considering the specific issues related to urban schools, Noguera (2003) shares 

some possibilities such as some educators have established independent schools focused 

on providing students with the attention, love, and support they need and deserve. He 

notes that there has been “a long legacy of educators who have dedicated themselves to 

serving subordinate populations in the United States and have envisioned their work as 

part of the effort to liberate and empower the oppressed” (Noguera, 2003). In addition, 

Bryk et al. (2010) suggest that a community school model, where local schools remain 

open after the regular school day and on weekends to provide health care services, family 

support, job training, recreation and a wide variety of other services, may also support 

children and families of poverty and may be an important part of the urban school 

improvement initiative. There are two designated community schools- an elementary 

school and a middle school- in the local “urban” school district where this research 

project was conducted. Longitudinally, it will be interesting to see if increased intentional 

mentoring coupled with this community school model which supports families in a 

variety of ways will have an impact on the number of students applying to college and 

participating in the mentoring program. Furthermore, it is possible that these community 

schools will positively affect families’ perceptions of education and careers in education. 

Students at the community middle school are already involved in the university’s 

Teachers of Color Mentoring Program (TOC) [pseudonyms are used throughout to 

protect confidentiality] so the potential for further research is possible. The mission of the 
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Teachers of Color Mentoring Program is to recruit and retain ethnically diverse students 

in the field of education. 

Colleges in the AASCU have also instituted programs specifically designed to 

support urban students and to recruit teachers of color. Of all the AASCU institutions that 

responded to the Task Force survey, 18% of the programs were teacher preparation 

programs that are designed “(1) to increase the pipeline of future teachers whose 

background mirrors that of the target population; and (2) they are strengthening their pre-

service and in-service teacher education programs” (AASCU, 2012). The Task Force also 

recommends bringing students to campus when they are in elementary and middle school 

to encourage young students to become more comfortable on the college campus. 

Another suggestion concerns providing mentors and tutors to K-12 youth to help them 

develop academic skills and a desire to attend college, and to help develop personal skills 

necessary to succeed in college. Long-term mentoring relationships also provide social 

support to help the students persevere in college. Building strong supportive relationships 

via mentoring continues to be recognized as an important factor for many goals. The 

AASCU Task Force also recommends the following programs that have shown some 

success to date: dual enrollment programs; Federal TRIO Initiatives designed to provide 

support specifically to disadvantaged students; and summer academic and leadership 

programs (AASCU, 2012).  

 

Setting for the Study 

This research study was conducted at Teacher University [pseudonym] that is in a 

suburban small town in the northeastern quadrant of the United States with a student 
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undergraduate enrollment of approximately 8000 students. The demographics of the 

student population and an explanation of the various mentoring programs at Teacher 

University are outlined in this section. 

 The AASCU Task Force highlighted mentoring and collaboration between 

support programs as keys to student success. Colleges are encouraged to consider the 

scope and sequence of services that are provided. For example, in Pennsylvania, middle 

school students in one local “urban” school have the opportunity to be involved with the 

Teachers of Color Mentoring Program (TOC). The mission of the TOC mentoring 

program is to recruit and retain more teachers of color. These students are encouraged to 

simultaneously participate in the Partnership Program [pseudonym] (PP) when they 

enroll in high school. If they meet the enrollment criteria in the PP, they are eligible for 

tuition support that is based on their earned college success.  

Some students from the TOC mentoring program also are invited to participate in 

the Pre-Scholar Summer Institute (PSI) at Teacher University. PSI is a bridge program 

for students, mostly ethnically diverse students, who do not quite meet the academic 

requirements for direct admission to the university, but they show promise as a college 

student. Once they complete the Pre-Scholar Summer Institute, they can also secure a 

peer mentor or a faculty mentor for their freshmen year. If they continue in the TOC 

program, they can then be trained to be a mentor for middle school and high school 

protégés in the TOC program or they can participate in the Mentoring Alliance Program 

(MAP) at Teacher University and be matched with an adult mentor. In this way the 

support is perpetual, and students who demonstrate a desire to give back to their 
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communities find an outlet for their goal while also receiving the support of the 

mentoring program.  

Table 1.1 represents the fall undergraduate enrollment percentages of the student 

population by ethnicity at Teacher University from 2008-2012 (University Factbook, 

2010). 

Table 1.1  
 
Five-year enrollment percentages by ethnicity (2008- 2012) 
  
Fall Enrollment Years  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
Black or African American 6.03% 6.21% 6.47% 6.99% 7.43% 
American Indian or Alaska Native 0.10% 0.19% 0.18% 0.17% 0.17% 
Asian 1.38% 1.22% 1.27% 1.54% 1.88% 
Hispanic 3.17% 3.48% 4.58% 5.18% 5.96% 
White 67.86% 69.19% 72.33% 71.55% 71.00% 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 0.00% 0.00% 0.07% 0.11% 0.10% 
Multiracial 0.65% 0.75% 0.92% 1.09% 1.54% 
Missing Race 7.55% 6.29% 1.28% 0.97% 0.65% 

 

University wide, ethnically diverse students made up 17% of the total student 

population in 2012 compared to 11% in 2008 so the overall diversity on this campus was 

improving. While these percentages of the overall student body enrollment at this 

university show increases for African American (7.43% compared to 6.03% in 2008) and 

Hispanic students (5.69% compared to 3.17% in 2008), the data for education majors of 

color at this university were not so promising.  
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Table 1.2  
 
Fall enrollment percentages by race/ethnicity for Bachelor’s in Secondary Education 
(BSE) majors 
 
Enrollment 
Years 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Black or 
African 
American 

(45) 2% (49) 2% (42) 1% (36) 1% (28) 1%  

American 
Indian or 
Alaska 
Native 

(0) 0.0% (1) 0.04% (5) 0.2% (4) 0.1% (2) 0.1% 

Asian 
(21) 0.9% (17) 0.77% (14) 0.6% (15) 0.02% (14) 0.8% 

Hispanic 
(50) 2.25% (64) 2.9% (79) 3.4% (72) 3.4% (75) 4.4% 

White 
(1926) 87% (1924) 88% (2107) 92% (1972) 93% (1571)92% 

Native 
Hawaiian or 
Pacific 
Islander 

(0) 0.0% (0) 0.0% (3) 0.1% (2) 0.09% (3) 0.2% 

Multiracial 
(10) 0.5% (11) 0.5% (17) 0.7% (16) 0.8% (14) 0.8% 

Missing Race 
(168) 8% (131) 6% (32) 1.3% (13) 0.6% (8) 0.5% 

Total BSE 
2,220 2,197 2,299 2,103 1,715 

 

 
 Table 1.2 shows the total number of BSE majors by race/ethnicity over a five-year 

period. Clearly, White BSE students made up the large majority (92% in 2012) while 

African American students made up only 1% of all BSE majors and Hispanic students 

only 4.4% in 2012. Of the ethnically diverse BSE students, Hispanic BSE majors make 

up the largest majority. Also important to note is that in the fall of 2012 Teacher 
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University had 17% ethnically diverse students overall; however, only 7% of BSE majors 

were ethnically diverse. 

 Table 1.3 shows the retention rates over a 4-year period from 2007 to 2010 by 

ethnicity. While first year persistence rates were at 81.7% for White freshmen in 2010, 

Hispanic student first year persistence rates were at 73.7%, but second year persistence 

rates dropped to 54.5%. African American first year persistence rates were at 80.7%, 

which was close to the average for the total freshmen population; however, their second 

year persistence rates dropped to 53.0%.  

The African American 4-year graduation rate for the class of 2007 was 12.4% and 

the Hispanic student 4-year graduation rate was 20%, while the 4-year graduation rate for 

White students that same year was 41.8%. Four year graduation rates overall were at 

36.7% for the incoming class of 2007. The majority of the student population graduates 

in five years (61.3%) or in six years (64.8%) at this Teacher University (University 

Factbook, 2010). 

Table 1.3  
 
Retention Rates by Year and Ethnicity 
 

  
    Percent Persisting Percent Graduating Overall 

Ethnicity 
First 
Term 

New 
Freshman 1-Year 2-Year 4-Year 5-Year 6-Year 

African 
American 2007 137 72.3% 49.6% 12.4% 30.5% 35.2% 

 2008 124 66.1% 59.7% 12.4%   

 2009 115 67.0% 53.0%    

 2010 109 80.7%     
Native 

American 2007 1 100.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 33.3% 

 2008 3 100% 66.7%    

 2009 3 100%     
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Table 1.3, continued 
 

 2010 1 100%     

Asian 2007 19 63.2% 57.9% 5.3% 61.5% 54.5% 

 2008 21 85.7% 71.4%    

 2009 14 57.1% 42.9%    

 2010 27 85.2%     

Hispanic 2007 50 64.0% 50.0% 20.0% 45.2% 37.3% 

 2008 60 76.7% 66.7%    

 2009 66 69.7% 54.5%    

 2010 76 73.7%     

White 2007 1015 83.0% 71.9% 41.8% 66.6% 71.6% 

 2008 1001 84.8% 74.4%    

 2009 1037 84.8% 74.4%    

 2010 1055 81.7%     

Multiracial 2007 8 75.0% 62.5% 37.5% 22.2% 46.2% 

 2008 10 50.0% 50.0%    

 2009 15 66.7% 60.0%    

 2010 24 75.0%     

Unknown 2007 84 82.1% 67.9% 34.5% 56.2% 61.9% 

 2008 76 78.9% 69.7%    

 2009 52 78.8% 71.2%    

 2010 2 100.0%     
No 

Response 2007 5 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 12.5% 0.0% 

 2008 4 75.0% 75.0%    

 2009 6 16.7% 16.7%    

 2010 9 33.3%     

Total 2007 1319 80.5% 68.0% 36.7% 61.3% 64.8% 

 2008 1299 82.1% 72.1%    
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Table 1.3, continued 

 2009 1308 81.4% 70.9%    

 2010 1303 80.8%     
 

As previously mentioned, the Pre-Scholar Institute (PSI), the Partnership Program 

(PP) and the Teachers of Color Mentoring Program (TOC) were offered at Teacher 

University. In the 2012-2013 academic school year, 104 students participated in PSI, 18 

participated in the PP, and there were 34 active members of the TOC Mentoring 

Program; however, of the 34 in the mentoring program, only 10 undergraduates and one 

graduate student chose to have a faculty mentor. Interested undergraduate freshmen 

participated in training to be a mentor for middle school and high school students at the 

end of their second semester. Prior to that, they are seen as protégés in the program in an 

effort to help them make a smooth transition into college. 

 The mission of the Teachers of Color Mentoring Program is to recruit and retain 

ethnically diverse students in the field of education. College students, most of whom are 

education majors and ethnically diverse students, are trained to be mentors to middle 

school and high school students in the local urban school district. Undergraduates from 

other majors and students who are Caucasian are also invited to participate in the 

program. In addition to hosting on-campus events where protégés were invited, mentors 

go into the schools to conduct recruitment lunch chats, special presentations about 

college, and in some cases after school tutoring. The focus of this part of the program was 

to show middle school and high school students that college was a viable option for them. 

While many middle school students do not know particularly what they want to study in 
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college, the on-campus visits provide them with an opportunity to see themselves as 

college students. 

 Another important aspect of the TOC program concerns retention. Undergraduate 

mentors in the program have numerous opportunities to participate in on-campus public 

speaking, leadership development, and conference presentations, which support their 

professional development. Mentors have presented at local, state, national and 

international conferences. Working as a cohort, mentors in the program help each other to 

navigate the teacher certification process, encourage each other to persist, and to take 

pride in their affiliation with the TOC program. The TOC Mentoring Program is a branch 

of the Teacher University Mentoring Alliance Program (MAP) and some of the 

participants in this study may be involved in MAP but not TOC. While there are many 

positive outcomes as a result of the TOC program, there are also some limitations and 

many opportunities for the program to grow. To that end, I conducted two studies at 

Teacher University in hopes of informing this dissertation. The two studies are 

summarized below. 

 
Study 1: Identifying the Needs and Characteristics of Students of Color in Education 
Programs (Witmer, 2012) 
 

In the Spring of 2012, I conducted research concerning the needs and 

characteristics of students of color in education programs. The purpose of this mixed 

methods research study was to identify the needs and characteristics of students of color 

in education programs with regard to their learning and study strategies and to make 

appropriate recommendations for institutional change if necessary. Quantitative data were 

collected via the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI 2nd edition) self-report 
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survey, GPA and demographic data. The broader goal of this research project focused on 

the recruitment and retention of students of color in education programs. 

The qualitative portion of this research study, which consisted of an online survey 

with open ended responses and an in-depth interview with a representative sample of 

students involved in mentoring, focused on identifying support systems, study skills, and 

personality characteristics that students report help them to succeed in college. The 

participants were also asked to describe a time they had to overcome an obstacle at 

college to continue on their path to graduation. 

The following research questions were explored in the study: 

• What draws students of color to the field of education? 

• What draws Caucasian students to the field of education? 

• What are the common characteristics of students of color who succeed 

in college education programs? Are these the same characteristics that 

support Caucasian students’ success? 

• In what ways do students of color think mentoring has affected or not 

affected their success in college? Are these different or the same as the 

ways Caucasian students think mentoring has or has not affected their 

success? 

• Are there certain themes that emerge regarding what students of color 

need to be successful in teacher education programs? 

• Are there specific external supports that help students of color to be 

successful in college? 
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All students in the Teachers of Color Mentoring Program and recent graduates were 

invited to participate in this study via an email contact. All students who volunteered 

completed the LASSI inventory and the mentoring survey including the open written 

response. For comparison sake, a representative sample of nine ethnically diverse 

students and three Caucasian students were selected to participate in the entire research 

protocol, including the in-depth interview. The interviewees were selected based on their 

demographic information. Participants were stratified on gender and ethnicity in this 

purposive sample. Participants ranged in age from 18-25 years old and all were involved 

in a mentoring program. 

 A representative sample of college students who were involved in a college 

mentoring program completed the Web-based LASSI. Table 1.4 describes the 17 

participants who represented the larger mentoring program. 

 
Table 1.4  
 
Gender and Ethnicity of Participants 
 
Gender African-American Asian Caucasian Dominican/Haitian Latino 
female 3 1 4 2 4 
male 1 0 1 0 1 

 
Based on the percentages of the whole cohort, the males and females from these ethnic 

backgrounds constituted a fairly representative sample of the college students in the 

mentoring program. 

These students were all involved in the mentoring program, but some were not 

presently matched with a mentor or a protégé. The participants represented each “class” 

which was reported as credit hours. Two graduates from the education program were also 

included in the sample. The following college majors were represented in this study: 
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Early Childhood Education, Elementary Education, Middle Level Social Studies 

Education, Math Education, Spanish Education, English Education, Music Education, 

Biology Education, Chemistry, and Speech/ Communications. 

Participants were mostly educated in urban high schools (41%), followed by 

suburban schools (29%). Five participants reported that they had never had a teacher of 

color until they came to college. This may be important, as students of color do not have 

a significant number of teachers of color to serve as role models. Since one purpose of 

the mentoring program is to recruit and retain ethnically diverse students in the field of 

education, I was also interested in each participant’s exposure to teachers of color. One 

participant of color stated, “I don’t think I had an African-American teacher at all now 

that I come to think about it.” Another education major of color noted: 

Because we definitely need teachers of color. In my classes 
this semester, I think I have only three other students of 
color. I’m definitely the minority. I can’t think of even any 
other ethnicity in my classes. Mostly, everyone is white. 
And it has been that way through my entire education here 
at [Teacher University]. (Ting, 2012) 

 
The major purpose of this study was to identify the needs and characteristics of 

students of color in education programs. Although the quantitative and the qualitative 

results did not support any significant difference between students of color and Caucasian 

students’ GPAs or the LASSI self-report scales, some themes did emerge from the 

qualitative data.  

Some students of color who graduated from typical urban schools reported feeling 

underprepared for college and this finding supports Madkins’ (2011) research in one 

aspect; however, those participants who were enrolled in honors, International 

Baccalaureate programs or charter schools shared that it was those programs and their 
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own willingness to “be different and to be their own person” that made a significant 

difference in their school success. Although participants did not identify increased 

opportunities for ethnically diverse students to pursue other career fields as a barrier to 

pursuing a teaching career (Madkins, 2011), one participant of color plans on pursuing a 

career in dance after graduation before she “settles into teaching.” Some participants 

noted that they are not particularly good test takers. However, only one of them identified 

that as a major obstacle to their success which addresses Madkins’ (2011) premise that 

the standardized testing requirements for teacher licensure is one of the contemporary 

factors that led to the current lack of people of color in the teacher pipeline. 

Oliva and Staudt’s (2003) work focused on the needs of Latino/a students and 

their identity development in terms of retention. It is important to note that Latina 

participants in this study reported often that family obligations and being a first 

generation college student posed some serious barriers to their being successful in 

college. One Dominican female in this research study shared:  

I didn’t have the family support my first year, 
because my mom couldn’t understand the demands 
on me here. I really, really struggled to get through 
my first year. I’m very surprised I actually made it 
through to year two. First, because of the 
expectation of my providing for the family, and 
being the girl [sic]. (Maria, 2012) 

 
However, one Latino male reported how supportive his parents are of his college 

education; however, it is important to note that this male’s father is a college graduate. 

Overall, however, 10 of the 17 participants reported that their parents have a very 

positive attitude about the importance of education. Five of the participants (three 

Latinas, one Latino, and one Asian participant) noted that their parents actually left their 
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native countries to come to America specifically for the sake of giving them a better 

education. Further research on the effect of parents’ beliefs about the importance of 

education and the effect this has on ethnically diverse students’ success is warranted. This 

specific finding regarding the impact of parents informed this dissertation and I added 

“family perspectives” as one of the factors in the conceptual model (see Appendix A). 

Many of the same characteristics that help Caucasian students to be successful in 

college also help students of color to be successful; however, it is interesting to note that 

100% of the African American participants acknowledged that church has been a 

significant positive external support for them personally and as a student. Three of the 

Latino students also gave credit to their churches and church family for supporting them. 

Overall, church was identified as a significant external support system ten times making 

it the top response, followed by eight reports of teachers/guidance counselors making a 

significant difference. Ethnically diverse students also reported that they had to make a 

conscious decision to “be their own person” and not follow the crowd to be a successful 

college student; whereas, Caucasian students did not report this in this way. Caucasian 

students identified with having or learning better study skills and time management skills 

to be successful. 

Ford, Moore and Scott (2011) suggest important theories and frameworks for 

improving recruitment and retention of African American students in gifted education. If 

able students of color are identified appropriately, this may have a positive effect on the 

recruitment of ethnically diverse students for higher education. Some of the theories they 

suggest, such as: deficit thinking, the paradox of underachievement, stereotype threat, 

and racial identity theory could be explored further in high schools and middle schools to 
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develop strategies to support student success and a potential future career in education. 

One African American female in this study articulated that it was her enrollment in a very 

culturally diverse performing arts charter school that made a significant difference in her 

desire to attend college and her subsequent success in college. Another African American 

female stated, “In high school I was in the National Honor Society and that was 

something my parents were so proud of… for them it was a really important thing for me 

to have been successful academically.” She went on to report on her academic success 

saying, “I always wanted to do that for them because this was the reason they decided to 

completely change their lives and move to America.” 

Mentoring by teachers, church members, family members and professors was 

reported to have a positive effect on participants’ retention in college. Jolyn Dahlvig 

(2010) suggested that mentoring African American students at predominantly White 

institutions will help to increase student graduation rates and possibly the number of 

faculty of color in higher education. She suggested that institutions should train faculty in 

multicultural and feminist models of mentoring. Benishek, Bieschke, Park, and Slattery 

(2004) suggest that institutions should also pay attention to power dynamics, 

interpersonal dynamics, collaboration, integration of experience with knowledge, and 

political advocacy within the institution to promote effective multicultural mentoring. 

One African American female in this study identified a Caucasian male and a bi-racial 

female faculty member as her mentors at college. One Dominican and one other African 

American female participant also identified a Caucasian female faculty member as an 

effective mentor at college. Upon completion of this research, recommendations were 

made to the university regarding the needs and characteristics of students of color in 
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education programs. The findings from this research also informed the research questions 

for this dissertation, specifically those questions related to prior school experience, 

college readiness and family perspectives about education. 

 
Study 2: Understanding Ethnically Diverse College Students’ Perceptions about 
Teachers and Teaching: A Mixed Methods Approach (Witmer, 2013) 
 
 The focus of this phenomenological study was to survey college students of color 

at Teacher University to identify their perceptions of teachers and teaching as a career. 

Education majors as well as undeclared students and other majors were included in the 

sample. Using an inductive approach, the data were organized and categorized to look for 

patterns. Before making interpretations, I looked for alternative explanations for the 

results and for parsimony.  

The following research questions were addressed in this study: 

• What perceptions of teachers and teaching do college students of color  

have?  

• How did the students form those perceptions? 

• What school experiences affect those perceptions? 

• What barriers exist that inhibit students of color from pursuing a teaching  

career? 

• What draws students of color to the field of education? 

• Does having a teacher of color impact a student’s decision to consider  

teaching as an option? 

• Does having a mentor impact a student’s decision to consider teaching as a  

career? 
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College students of color at Teacher University took an online survey I created 

that included ratings and journal responses. From the survey data, a representative 

sample of students was invited to participate in an in-depth interview. This representative 

sample was selected based on a few criteria: my need to ask follow-up questions from 

the survey for more clarity; the need to have participants from ethnically diverse 

populations represented in the interview sample; and the need to gain a more in-depth 

understanding of students’ perceptions.  

There were 84 participants who completed the online survey. As indicated below in 

Table 1.5, a large percentage (83.5%) of the students who voluntarily completed the 

survey were White, while only 12.6% of the participants were ethnically diverse. The 

overall percentage of ethnically diverse undergraduate students on campus at the time 

the survey was completed was about 17%; therefore, the proportions of the participants’ 

ethnicity closely reflected that of the college campus as a whole. 

Table 1.5  
 
Ethnic demographics of participants 
 
African 
American 

Latino Asian American 
Indian 

White Multi-Racial 

7.6%  5.1%  2.5%  2.5%  83.5%  2.5%  
 

 Since one of the theories suggested that ethnically diverse students were not 

choosing careers in education because of past negative school experiences and not being 

prepared for college, I was interested in the types of secondary schools that the 

participants attended (see Table 1.6), their perceptions of the overall quality of education, 

and their perceptions of careers in education. 
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Table 1.6  
 
Type of School Participants Attended 
 
Urban Suburban Rural Private Home 

School 
Catholic Charter 

14.5% 61.8% 25.0% 5.3% 7.9% 2.6% 3.9% 
Note. *One student obtained a GED and listed this as “other” 

 As hypothesized, the majority of African American (83.3%) and Latino (75%) 

participants attended urban/city schools. The consensus in the literature is that most 

“urban” public schools are underfunded and have poorer teachers. Based on the findings 

from Study 2, I included prior school experiences as one of the factors in the proposed 

conceptual model (see Appendix A). 

              I conducted a crosstab analysis to check for patterns between ethnicity and 

participants’ overall view of careers in education and found that a large percentage 

(87.5%) of White participants saw teaching as an “excellent” career choice while only 

6.3% of Latinos and 3.1% of African Americans and Asians rated teaching as an 

“excellent” choice.  

Analysis of the interview data indicates that overall the interviewees view 

teaching as an important career, but not necessarily one that they would pursue for a 

variety of reasons. Two of the interviewees reported that they have either changed their 

decision to become a teacher or decided not to even pursue teaching because of the state 

requirements, including the Praxis and PAPA standardized tests. One African American 

female shared, “I have considered teaching preschool through 12th grade years, but I 

changed my mind because of the requirements to get into the major was pretty hard for 

me to do so I decided to pursue another career instead.” A Latina female reported that she 

changed her major from elementary education to social work because she was having 
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trouble passing the required tests. She shared, “So I just ended up, kind of, not giving up 

on school, but giving up on the major just because it was a hard struggle to get into the 

major.” This participant also noted, “If I had the chance to go back to being an education 

major, I would. It’s just, um, it’s sad. It’s sad personally that I had to let it go just for 

those tests.” This finding supports Madkin’s (2011) research regarding testing barriers so 

I decided to include a writing prompt in the protocol for this dissertation that specifically 

addressed barriers students of color face as the work toward becoming a teacher. 

A crosstab analysis of participants’ perceptions of the quality of their overall K-12 

school experience was also conducted. Concerning academic preparation for college, 

66.7% of African American participants rated it “excellent” or “good” while 100% of 

Latino, Asian and American Indian students rated academic preparation as either 

“excellent” or “good.” Furthermore, 66.6% African American students reported that they 

had highly qualified teachers while 100% of all Latinos, Asians, American Indians, and 

multi-racial participants rated this criterion as “excellent” or “good”. 

Poor teacher quality is another proposed reason why ethnically diverse students 

are not choosing to be an educator. Therefore, a crosstab analysis was conducted on the 

participants’ perceptions of the overall quality of their teachers’ professional abilities. 

Once again, the higher the number the more favorable the rating on a 5-point Likert scale; 

for example, participants reported that very few of their teachers had low expectations for 

their success (1.67 rating average) and very few were dissatisfied with teaching (1.67 

rating average). On the other hand, they rated their teachers having high expectations for 

student success (3.6 rating average) and knowledge of subject matter (3.53 rating 

average) as favorable. 
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When asked to rate their teachers’ interpersonal characteristics, participants’ 

ratings were overall favorable; however, “showed interest in my culture and background” 

and “mentored me” were less favorable. It may be important to note that the rating 

averages from African American students (2.17) and for American Indian participants 

(1.5) were very unfavorable with regard to teachers showing interest in their culture or 

background, but multi-racial participants reported that teachers were very interested (4.0). 

Furthermore, 100% of the Latino and multi-racial participants reported being mentored 

by a teacher either “very often” or “often,” while only 3.4% of African American 

participants reported the same. However, in another question: “Have you ever had a 

teacher, administrator or guidance counselor as a mentor?” 66.7% of the Latinos and 

100% of the multi-racial participants reported “no.” This discrepancy was curious. 

Perhaps participants were confused about what a mentor is or by the difference between 

informal and formal mentoring. When asked specifically if they have ever been a part of 

a formal mentoring program, 100% of the Latinos said yes, 100% of the American Indian 

and the multi-racial participants reported no, and 50% of the African American students 

reported no. However, it is important to note that the program examples presented in the 

question (i.e. Boys/Girls Club) are outside the parameters of a school setting. 

Another disparity exists when students were asked to rate how often their teachers 

“show an interest in me as a person.” Once again, 100% of the Latino and multi-racial 

participants reported this happened “very often” meaning with 90% or more of their 

teachers, while 0.0% of African American participants reported the same. However, 

66.7% of the African Americans rated their teachers interest in them as a person as 
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happening “often.” The exact same findings are true when participants rated their 

teachers’ “ability to create appropriate relationships with students.” 

When asked to rate how “caring and encouraging” their teachers are, 100% of the 

Latino, Asian, and multi-racial participants reported this as “very often” or “often” and 

83.3% of the African Americans reported the same. Overall, the ratings for teachers’ 

interpersonal characteristics were favorable. Typically, Latinos and multi-racial students 

gave the most favorable ratings while African American students reported the least 

favorable ratings with regard to overall teacher interpersonal characteristics. 

Ninety-five percent of the participants were considered freshmen or sophomores 

with the highest percentage (58.2%) earning between 25-34 credits by the end of the 

Spring 2012 semester. When asked about participation in various support and mentoring 

programs on campus, 5.3% reported begin involved in the Pre-Scholar Institute (PSI); 

10.5% were involved in the Teachers of Color Mentoring Program (TOC); 7.9% were 

involved in the Mentoring Alliance Program (MAP); and 81.6% were not involved in any 

of these programs. Eight of the respondents (11.8%) had not declared a major at the time 

of the survey, while 54.4% were not interested in becoming an education major. The 

following represent the areas of interest for those wanting to pursue a degree in 

education: 11.8% in secondary education; 7.4% in elementary education; 14.7% in early 

childhood education. A wide variety of majors were represented in the sample of 

participants and Education majors represented the majority at 32% followed by Science, 

Psychology, and Business majors at approximately 17% each. 

The following rating averages indicate the interests of the participants in this 

sample with regard to careers in education. Participants were asked how likely they are to 
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pursue the following careers in education. The higher the rating indicates that the 

participant is more likely to pursue that career; the lower the rating, the less likely the 

participant is to pursue that career. Of all the ethnic groups, Latino/a participants rated 

almost all the careers in education highest, especially early childhood teacher, elementary 

teacher, and teacher aide. The American Indian participant was most interested in special 

education teacher (2.5 rating). 

I was also curious about what factors students perceive as influencing their 

college major and career choices. The higher the rating (4= highest) the more influential 

that factor is on the participants’ decision-making process. Students’ interest in the 

subject (3.69 rating average) and their strengths  (3.63 rating average) rank as having the 

most influence on their major choice for all ethnicities while guidance counselors (1.81 

rating average) were reported to have the least influence by all ethnicities. Asian 

participants reported that parents and financial reasons (both at 4.0 rating average) had 

the biggest influence, and multi-racial students reported financial reasons, society’s 

views, and status (all 3.5 rating averages) were the greatest influencing factors to them. 

For African Americans, their interest in the subject (3.33 rating average), past positive 

and past negative school experiences (both at 2.67 rating average) have the most 

influence for this sample of students. Once again, these findings contributed to the 

proposed conceptual model presented in this dissertation specifically the factors that 

these participants reported as influencing their career decisions. 

Eight participants were selected for the in-depth interview phase of the research 

project based on their ethnicity. The intent was to obtain a representative sample. During 

the interviews, participants were asked if they think the lack of teachers of color in 
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schools is a problem. All eight said that they believe there should be more diversity 

represented in the teaching force. When they were asked why they think ethnically 

diverse students do not pursue teaching as a career, one African American female 

shared, “Maybe they are a little discouraged. Maybe they don’t believe that they will be 

able to get a job because of their race…” Another Native American female said: 

I don’t know maybe just because Native Americans 
don’t have, I mean, they’re starting to get more 
opportunities, but I think just for the past so many 
hundred years I feel like Native Americans didn’t 
have much of a say or do in anything. And they 
don’t want to be part of this, maybe, how do I 
explain it. Maybe because when you think of 
teaching there’s a lot of White teachers and maybe 
Native Americans, you know, didn’t want to be part 
of that and feel like they had to ‘transform’ and be 
what they wanted them to be and what they wanted 
them to teach. And obviously we are not learning 
much about Native American history in general…so 
that could be upsetting. (Desiree, 2013) 
 

When asked the same question, an Asian female who is a math secondary 

education major noted: 

Because they have never had a teacher of color. So they 
never even thought that they could do that because it’s 
like, oh I mean, I’ve never even seen anyone like me 
have that job so maybe I’ll look into something else…it 
just doesn’t cross their mind. (Ting, 2013) 
 

One African American male pointed to poverty as a factor meaning that people 

who come from poverty are looking for more lucrative careers and teaching is not seen 

as a lucrative career. However, he also noted that other emotional benefits could 

outweigh the financial reasons and make teaching more of an option for some. He 

suggested that maybe teaching should be presented in a different way. Maybe if 

ethnically diverse students are told, “that teaching is another way of giving back to your 
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community, they would be more inclined to pursue that career.” These participants’ 

perceptions of teaching and careers in education informed the present dissertation with 

regard to the foundational research questions. 

When asked what draws some people of color to the teaching profession, six 

participants reported “giving back to your community” and “wanting to impact 

someone’s life” as the major benefits to teaching. Three participants also reported that 

having more teachers of color as role models for ethnically diverse students would be 

beneficial. All of these findings were used to inform the present study and many of the 

themes presented by these participants were explored more thoroughly in this 

dissertation. 

Based on the data collected from the 84 online surveys completed and the eight 

interviews conducted, a brief summary of the answers to the research questions are 

presented below. 

 What perceptions of teachers and teaching do college students of color have? 

Most of the students rated their teachers as excellent or good on both professional and 

interpersonal characteristics. Latinos and multi-racial students reported the most 

favorable ratings of teachers while African American students reported the least 

favorable ratings. All eight of the interviewees noted that teaching is very important 

because of the impact teachers have on society and young people. 

 How did the students form those perceptions? What school experiences affect 

those perceptions? Overall, students’ personal strengths and interest in the subject have 

the greatest impact on their career choice followed by parents and past positive school 

experiences. Past negative school experiences was rated high by all but the Latino 
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participants, and it was a major factor for the Asian and multi-racial participants in this 

study. This supports Madkins’ (2011) and Gordon’s (2004) research findings. 

What barriers exist that inhibit students of color from pursuing a teaching 

career? Supporting Gillis’ (1990) and Madkin’s (2011) finding, these participants also 

pointed out that standardized testing to get admitted into a teaching program and 

governmental regulations are among the greatest barriers students of color face if they 

want to pursue a teaching career. Three of the interviewees noted that discrimination 

against people of color may also deter ethnically diverse students from pursuing teaching 

because they would spend a lot of time and money to get a credential and then not be 

hired for the job because of their race-ethnicity. 

What draws students of color to the field of education? Once again supporting 

Gillis’ (1990) and Gordon’s (2004) findings, these participants overwhelmingly said that 

being able to make a difference in someone’s life and making a difference in your 

community were the greatest benefits of teaching. In this dissertation, I endeavored to go 

deeper with this finding to try to understand more factors that influence a student’s 

career decision. 

Does having a teacher of color impact a student’s decision to consider teaching 

as an option? Many of the participants in this study had very few teachers of color and 

they suggested that it would have been beneficial to have more diversity in the teaching 

staff at their schools. Three of the participants gave credit to a few of their great teachers 

for encouraging them to pursue teaching, but none of them reported that these teachers 

were teachers of color so it is unclear if this had an impact on their career decisions. 
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Participants’ perceptions of the teachers they had were also explored in the present 

dissertation study. 

Does having a mentor impact a student’s decision to consider teaching as a 

career? Some of the interviewees talked about the importance of having good role 

models and mentors. They gave credit to their parents, cousins, teachers, and coaches for 

mentoring them and keeping them on the right path. However, only one of them 

indicated that a mentor specifically encouraged her to pursue a teaching career. The 

primary question raised in this dissertation pertains to the impact mentoring has on 

career decisions and college success because I wanted to explore this factor more 

thoroughly. 

The results from these two studies informed the conceptual framework and some 

of the specific interview questions for this dissertation. For example, based on previous 

participants’ stories, family perceptions of education and careers in education as well as 

participants’ prior school experiences appeared to be major factors in the students’ career 

decision-making so those factors were included in the proposed conceptual model. 

Additionally, because participants often referred to family as a support system, it was 

important to make a distinction between an encouraging family member and an actual 

mentor in this dissertation. Findings from Study 2 suggested a need to more thoroughly 

consider participants’ experiences with teachers and their perceptions about teachers and 

teaching so those factors were also added to the conceptual model. Based on the findings 

from the two studies, I generated a rationale for the present study that is described in the 

next section. 
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Rationale for the Present Study 

 

As seen from the literature, there is a shortage of ethnically diverse teachers in 

American schools and there are a number of factors that have been reported to impact the 

disparity between the number of ethnically diverse students in the United States and the 

number of teachers of color. According to previous research, desegregation, the context 

of schools, institutional racism, college readiness, and poor perceptions of teachers and 

careers in education are contributing to this problem (Gordon, 2004; Graham & Erwin, 

2011; Madkins, 2011). In order to effectively address the disparity between the 

increasing numbers of students of color and the lack of teachers of color in American 

schools, it is crucial for secondary schools, colleges and universities to identify the 

factors associated with ethnically diverse college students’ career decision-making 

processes and college success.  

The historical, the social and the personal domains have been presented to provide 

a more comprehensive picture of the lived experiences of the participants. Within the 

historical domain, I have identified institutional racism related to a student’s prior school 

experience as a potential factor that contributes to a students’ career decision-making. 

Additionally, family perceptions about education and careers in education as well as 

mentoring fall within the social domain. A student’s academic identity, college 

readiness, interests and motivation are also factors to consider within the personal 

domain in the conceptual model proposed in this dissertation. 

Motivation is a key factor to consider with regard to recruitment and retention; 

therefore, Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and Attribution Theory 
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(Weiner, 2010) were explored to understand and to explain students’ motivations. 

Furthermore, I considered identity development in terms of Oyserman and Destin’s 

(2010) Identity-Based Motivation (IBM) model that focuses on how identity-congruent 

and identity-incongruent experiences impact a person’s judgment, choice, and behavior. 

I also reflected on findings from Oliva and Staudt’s (2003) research pertaining 

specifically to Latino and Latina teacher identity development. 

Colleges and universities are faced with the problem of recruiting and retaining 

ethnically diverse students in their education programs. There is overwhelming evidence 

that support networks and “bridge” programs can aid ethnically diverse students in their 

pursuit of a college education; however, little research has been done to identify how 

mentoring specifically plays a role in the recruitment and retention of ethnically diverse 

students in education programs. Furthermore, much of the research focuses on the 

barriers and limitations ethnically diverse students face in our society; however, part of 

the purpose of this research is to highlight what is working for ethnically diverse 

students who are pursuing a career in education and to provide them with a “voice” so 

they can contribute to the solution. Understanding the impact of mentoring on students’ 

career decision-making and students’ perceptions of careers in education can help 

colleges and universities improve their recruitment initiatives. In addition, understanding 

the factors that support students’ success and the barriers that prevent students’ college 

success is the first step in addressing the needs of ethnically diverse students, thereby 

helping to improve retention rates.  

 The present study endeavors to focus specifically on how ethnically diverse 

education students perceive mentoring and the effect it has, if any, on their college 
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success and/or career aspirations. Madkins (2011) and Gordon (2000) have identified 

specific barriers to ethnically diverse students pursuing careers in education and this 

study will address a few of those findings regarding the impact of negative school 

experiences, family perceptions of education and careers in education, and student 

perceptions of teachers and careers in education.  

The premise of this study is that an ethnically diverse student’s family’s 

perceptions about education and careers in education, and the student’s prior school 

experiences- including his or her interests, motivation, academic identity, college 

readiness, and possibly institutional racism- play a part in his or her career aspirations 

and college success. The overriding research question for this dissertation considers in 

what ways do ethnically diverse students perceive mentoring as playing a significant role 

in their career decision-making and college success. I also endeavored to find out to what 

extent the three main contributing factors are related and if the proposed conceptual 

model (see Appendix A for model and rationale) resonates with the participants’ 

experiences. If these three factors are perceived to impact students’ college success and 

career aspirations, then perhaps practitioners can create mentoring programs and school 

experiences that address each of these factors in an effort to improve recruitment and 

retention of ethnically diverse college students in the field of education. 

As previously mentioned, I drew upon findings from the two pilot studies to 

explore the conceptual model for this study. The initial codebook was developed based 

on the following assumptions that have been derived from the previous studies 

conducted: 
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1. In this study, a mentor was defined as an experienced adviser and supporter in 

a semi-formal or formal mentoring relationship with a protégé. A distinction 

was made between this type of mentor and family members who served as 

encouragers, for example. 

2. Mentoring fosters a sense of belonging and accountability that may positively 

impact students’ success at college. 

3. First generation college students can benefit from a support system, such as a 

mentor, to help them negotiate the college culture. 

4. Ethnically diverse students’ prior academic and social experiences in school 

contribute to their decision-making about pursuing careers in education. 

5. Ethnically diverse students’ families’ perceptions of careers in education 

affect students’ career aspirations. 

If colleges and universities are aware of the motivating factors and the barriers, 

they can more effectively address the issues and increase the motivation for students to 

pursue careers in education. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 

Where are all the teachers of color in American public schools? A disparity exists 

between the number of teachers of color in the United States and the growing number of 

ethnically diverse students. According to 2010 data, African American students comprise 

about 16% of our public school students nationwide, but African American teachers only 

represent about 8% of the teaching workforce. Asian students comprise 4.6% of the total 
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public school population while only 1% of the teachers in American public schools are 

Asian (National Center of Education Statistics, 2010). Additionally, Latino students are 

the fastest growing minority group in the United States. Based on data from the U.S. 

Census Bureau and the U.S. Department of Education’s Digest of Educational Statistics, 

the Pew Hispanic Center reported that in 2011 Latinos made up 26% of the nation’s 

nursery school and kindergarten students, 25% of elementary school students, and 21% of 

high school students (McLaughlin, 2012). Latinos are expected to make up a third of the 

total U.S. school-age population (ages 3-17) by the year 2036, while Latino teachers 

represent only 14% of the teacher workforce (NCES, 2012).  

Although there have been increases in the numbers of ethnically diverse students 

attending two-year or four-year institutions, the college-going rates of persons of color 

have not kept up with these increases in population growth of ethnically diverse students. 

Of those ethnically diverse students who do enroll in college, limited numbers of them 

are choosing a career in teaching.  

The purpose of this dissertation is to understand the factors that contribute to an 

ethnically diverse education student’s career aspiration and college success, and, more 

specifically, if they perceive mentoring as a factor. Since the disparity problem is 

multifaceted, the following literature review will address historical, personal and social 

factors which may impact the overall disparity, including: desegregation of teachers of 

color, students’ experiences within the context of secondary schools, issues surrounding 

institutional racism, students’ perceptions of teachers and teaching, college readiness, 

college recruitment and retention of teacher candidates, mentoring, personal motivations 

and identity development.  
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Purpose of the Study 

 

Primarily, I am interested in knowing in what ways participants believe mentoring 

plays a significant role in their college success and career aspirations. Understanding 

what students attribute their college success and career decisions to might help colleges 

improve their recruitment and retention of ethnically diverse students in the field of 

education. An additional goal is to inform the scholarly community; therefore, results will 

be shared with Teacher University. The intent is to provide an opportunity for education 

majors of color to have a voice and for me to share results with the participants in hopes 

of empowering them. 

Furthermore, my past experiences as a high school teacher and present experience 

as a developing researcher and college professor have impacted my desire to help bridge 

the gap between practitioners and researchers. Therefore, I am committed to focusing on 

the context when conducting this research and consequently helping to make the research 

findings more useful to educators.  

Considering these goals, the primary research question explored in this study was: 

In what ways do ethnically diverse college students perceive mentoring as supporting 

their success in college and/or their career aspirations? In addition, in an effort to pursue 

more depth in the findings, the following foundational questions also drove the analysis 

of the data: 

1. What perceptions of teachers and careers in education do ethnically diverse 

college students have that affect their career aspirations?  
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2. Are there school experiences that affect student perceptions of teaching as a 

career? 

3. Are there barriers that exist that inhibit ethnically diverse students from pursuing 

a teaching career and how do they overcome those barriers? 

4. In what ways does having a mentor impact a student’s decision to consider 

teaching as a career? 

5. In what ways do ethnically diverse education majors perceive having a mentor 

as contributing to their college success? 

6. Are there specific support systems that help ethnically diverse students succeed 

in college? 

7. How do ethnically diverse students make meaning of their past school 

experiences and perceptions of careers in education as they relate to their 

career aspirations? 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 

 A review of the literature indicates that there are a plethora of issues related to this 

teacher of color shortage. According to Madkins (2011) limited educational 

opportunities, more lucrative career options, and standardized testing requirements are 

the main reasons for the lack of minority teachers, particularly African American 

teachers, in the teacher pipeline. Additionally, Gordon’s (1994) research points to not 

graduating from high school, negative experiences in school, lack of respect, teachers not 

being prepared for diversity, lack of support for college, lack of academic 

encouragement, “racelessness,” absence of role models of color, low status of the 

profession, too much education for the return, low pay, negative image, poor school 

conditions, having more opportunities elsewhere, and racism as contributing factors 

affecting students’ decisions not to pursue a career in education. Working with African 

American high school boys, Graham and Erwin (2011) discovered three themes that 

emerged from their qualitative study: negative perceptions of teachers and teaching, 

schools are oppressive institutions, and African American men are nonconformists. In 

spite of all these negative factors, efforts must be made to recruit and retain ethnically 

diverse students in the teacher workforce.  

 The following literature review includes an historical background that explicates 

the present problem focusing on desegregation, the context of schools, institutional 

racism, college readiness, and perceptions of teachers and teaching as a career; the social 
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domain that includes theories related to recruitment and retention, and mentoring as an 

approach to address the problem; and the personal domain which includes aspects of 

personal motivation and identity development.  

 

Historical Background 

 

Desegregation 

The impact of desegregation and other contemporary factors have led to a drastic 

decline of teachers of color in the United States (Madkins, 2011). Historically, 

“desegregation marked the beginning of a long period of loss of African American 

teachers within the profession” (Madkins, 2011, p. 417).  When speaking about 

desegregation of the public schools in 1960, W.E.B. DuBois made the following 

statement: “If and when they [African Americans] are admitted to these [public] schools 

certain things will inevitably follow. Negro teachers will become rare and in many cases 

disappear” (as cited in Madkins, 2011). Unfortunately, DuBois was very accurate because 

tens of thousands of African American teachers lost their jobs as a result of the Brown 

ruling (Madkins, 2011). As a matter of fact, nearly 82,000 African American teachers 

taught approximately two million African American students in U.S. public schools prior 

to the Brown v. Board of Education in Topeka, Kansas (1954) (Hawkins, 1994 as cited in 

Madkins, 2011). However, after desegregation, the number of African American teachers 

dramatically declined. Nearly 39,000 African American teachers in 17 states lost their 

jobs from 1954 to 1965. Some African American teachers who obtained jobs in White 

schools were destined to teach African American students in those schools, experiencing 
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internal re-segregation - Black teachers teaching Black students and White teachers 

teaching White students at so called integrated schools (Madkins, 2011).  

Ironically, in recent years as our school age population continues to increase in 

diversity and becomes more multiracial, so has our school segregation increased (Orfield 

& Lee, 2007). Frankenberg (2009) points to this as a serious crisis in our American 

public education system. She notes that the segregation of African Americans has been 

increasing since the 1980’s even after two decades of a push toward increasing 

integration especially in the South. Furthermore, there are more Latino students in public 

schools than African American students and they are experiencing the highest levels of 

segregation of any minority group (Frankenberg, 2009). The nature and composition of 

American public schools has a dramatic effect on the quality of education for the nation’s 

children. 

 

Context of Schools 

Many ethnically diverse students are undereducated because they attend high-

poverty, low-performing schools that often have less-qualified teachers (Zeichner, 2003). 

These factors have been shown to be statistically significant negative predictors of 

student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000). Considering all of these combined 

negative factors, African American students have been less likely to enroll in college and 

consequently to graduate from college (Murnane, Singer, Willet, Kemple & Olsen, 1991). 

Negative school experience can be defined in many ways, and although statistics 

can tell part of the story of improvement after desegregation, the total effect of the law on 

ethnically diverse students in American schools also needs to include the students’ 
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context for learning. Gadsden, Smith and Jordan (1996) explored the impact of 

desegregation on the quality of schools particularly for African American students 40 

years after Brown v Board. They write, “Schools, when they are communities where 

children and teachers develop mutual respect and where children are nurtured and 

supported, are ideal contexts for learning and teaching to flourish.” However, they point 

out that these contexts are rare and the quality of education for African American 

children compared to their White counterparts is still below par. Although initially some 

research after desegregation reported academic gains for African American students, the 

question remains how much improvement is enough improvement. These researchers 

suggest that neither achievement scores nor social indicators demonstrate that the quality 

of schooling for African American children is adequate enough (Gadsden, Smith & 

Jordan, 1996). These findings, coupled with Gordon’s (1994) findings, suggest that we 

need to look carefully at the context as well as the achievement measures to decide if 

African American and other children of color are being treated fairly in school. The 

answer will dictate how well students will perform in school (Davis & Jordan, 1994).  

Jaynes and Williams (1989) also suggested that children’s scores on achievement 

tests do not tell the whole story; they do not constitute the “treatment” students get in 

schools. Educational opportunity means more than just sitting in the classroom with 

White students; it includes many affective factors like mutual respect, high teacher 

expectations, and support for all students. However, the fact of the matter is that 

desegregation did not live up to its promise for African American students because 

educational outcomes, both quantitative and qualitative, have never been equal to those of 

White students (Gadsden, Smith & Jordan, 1996). In a poignant summary statement, 
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Gadsden, Smith and Jordan write, “Sitting adjacent to White children in a classroom does 

not increase academic achievement among African American students; having exposure 

to better teachers, higher academic standards, greater instructional resources, and overall 

better school facilities does” (Gadsden, Smith & Jordan, 1996). 

 

Institutional Racism 

One of the factors that affect the quality of education for children of color is 

institutional racism found in schools from nursery school to graduate school. Scholars 

such as McIntosh (2004), Bonilla-Silva (2003) and Omi and Winnant (1994) have 

defined racial formation as a socio-historical process that is a central organizing principle 

in society. The study of racism ranges from the overt racist acts to the subtle but equally 

as damaging “colorblind” race discourse and intellectual segregation. Although Fiske 

(1996) and Myers and Williamson (2002) and others have explained various taxonomies 

of racism, Zamudio and Rios (2006) prefer to focus on two dimensions: traditional racism 

and liberal racism. These researchers outline four clusters of racism found in a university 

context, and they suggest that any institution’s silence about racism allows various forms 

of it to thrive on campus so they urge universities to take action. 

Zamudio and Rios (2006) noted that since the Civil Rights era other forms of 

racism have emerged. Bonilla-Silva (2003) used the term colorblind racism to describe 

this post-Civil Rights racism. He proclaimed that this more subtle “discrimination with a 

smile” exists because people from the dominant group receive benefits from white 

privilege so they struggle to maintain their privileges while trying not to “act” racist. 

Whites typically believe that racism is no longer an obstacle for people of color in our 
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country, but this belief connotes that racism only appears in explicit behavioral acts of 

racism and does not acknowledge that colorblind racism or more subtle forms of 

institutional racism still exist (Esposito & Murphy, 2010; Zamudio & Rios, 2006). 

In their article “From traditional to liberal racism: Living racism in the everyday,” 

Zamudio and Rios (2006) highlight two forms of racism that are alive and well in our 

society based on the reports of 60 college students who documented incidents of race talk 

and racism. The findings from this qualitative study suggest, “that the discourse of 

liberalism provides a vehicle for the articulation of traditional racist forms.” This is the 

bad news, but according to the researchers, the good news is that as educators we can 

highlight the weakness in the “colorblind” rhetoric and this may “give us some hope for 

reclaiming a critical education for our students” (Zamudio & Rios, 2006). This notion 

highlights the importance of having anti-racist teachers, some of whom could be teachers 

of color, as part of the solution. 

Taylor and Clark (2009) subscribe to the definition of institutional racism as “the 

consistent allocation of resources in a way that advantages one racial group at the 

expense of others” (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1985). The broader issue of institutional racism 

can be found in many urban schools, where a large percentage of students of color attend, 

with dilapidated buildings, teachers who have low expectations for student achievement, 

limited curricular choices, allowing tracking, unchallenging curricula and a curricula that 

downplays the contributions of people of color or depicts minority groups in a 

disparaging way. Some of these forms of racism are “quietly omnipresent” (Taylor & 

Clark, 2009) and are frequently the result of policies, laws, and procedures that “appear 

on the surface to be race neutral” (Noguera, 2001 as cited in Taylor & Clark, 2009). 
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When ethnically diverse students are consistently disadvantaged in our schools, it is 

imperative to look closely at the effect of the policies and laws that may be sabotaging 

school improvement and the students’ opportunities for success. Taylor and Clark (2009) 

suggested that decision makers should first ask themselves if they would have objections 

about their own children being affected by the decisions being made, and if the answer is 

yes, they should avoid making the decision for other children (Taylor & Clark, 2009). 

Since many low-income students’ first entry into college is through community 

colleges, and since many of these students are minority students, the low retention rate, 

especially for first year students is logically more discriminating toward students of color 

(Garcia, 2010). Opportunities and resources are often distributed based on system rules 

that sometimes perpetuate institutional racism. Therefore, when disparities exist between 

student groups, such as differences in retention among different ethnic and racial groups, 

it is the institutional rules that need to be revisited and possibly changed and not the 

students that need to be fixed (Garcia, 2010).  Ethnically diverse students who are 

disadvantaged in the present public school system often do not want to consider being a 

part of that oppressive system; therefore, they do not consider becoming a teacher as an 

appropriate career option (Gordon, 1994). 

 

College Readiness 

The 2012 College Readiness Report (CRR) published by the American 

Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) urges university presidents to 

lead the charge concerning college readiness especially focusing on young students in the 

poorest neighborhoods. The report defines “college readiness” as academic readiness, 
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personal readiness and social support to succeed in college. The research suggests that 

universities use a systematic approach to addressing this issue that includes Research-

based, Intentional and Sustained programming that is Evaluated (RISE) (American 

Association of State Colleges and Universities, 2012). 

Concerning academic readiness, the College Readiness Report (2012) stated that 

if students were proficient in reading and mathematics by the end of the eighth grade, 

there is a greater likelihood that they will be ready for college by the end of high school. 

Confirming this notion, Nora Fleming reported in Education Week, “The academic level 

students achieve by 8th grade has a bigger impact on college and career readiness and 

success than anything that happens academically in high school” (Fleming, 2011 as cited 

in College Readiness Report, 2012). In 2011, only 25% of the “ACT-tested” high school 

graduates met the college readiness benchmark for all four subjects: English, reading, 

mathematics and science. The Report claims that two of the four subtests of the ACT, 

Math and English, are “highly predictive of positive college outcomes” (AASCU, 2012). 

For many ethnically diverse students these two subject areas present the most challenge. 

In some cases if they moved and transferred schools a lot, they typically have major gaps 

in their math content knowledge, and if English is their second language, they may 

struggle with the English subtest. 

Findings related to personal readiness demonstrate that motivation, self-efficacy 

and academic self-concept have been shown to significantly influence academic success 

in college. Other traits frequently mentioned in the literature are self-regulated learning, 

pro-social and anti-social behaviors; social engagement; and coping and resilience (CRR, 

2012). Specific skill sets that are also helpful to have include: priority setting, time 
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management, concentration, persistence, study skills, ability to work in groups, test-

taking skills and a willingness to ask for help. A successful college student typically has 

“college knowledge”- the ability to navigate the admissions process, register for classes 

and take advantage of the support services offered by the university. Many ethnically 

diverse students are the first in their family to attend college so they may not have the 

support or prior knowledge to navigate the college environment. 

The College Readiness Report defines social support as “having a familial or 

other support system to help one succeed in college” (AASCU, 2012). Social support 

from one’s family is most likely to have the greatest positive impact on a student’s 

college readiness. Sadly, in some cases children of poverty are actually discouraged from 

pursuing postsecondary education for a variety of reasons. Perhaps parents lack an 

understanding of the value of education or they lack agency to pursue the whole process 

of applying to college. Sometimes there are language barriers between parents and 

schools. There may also be a threshold resistance for these parents who do not find 

schools welcoming. Parents may be concerned with day-to-day survival as opposed to 

pursuing future goals. In some cases children are needed to help support the family so 

they are encouraged to get a job (AASCU, 2012). 

Furthermore, students who live in areas of concentrated poverty often are from 

underfunded schools in high-crime areas and deteriorating neighborhoods. The College 

Readiness Report suggests that for many of these students “having a mentor and/or a 

tutor can be transformative” (AASCU, 2012). Mentoring/tutoring programs can 

encourage younger students to consider going to college by providing them with new 
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perspectives and giving them academic, social and personal support (Madkins, 2011; 

Pabon, Anderson & Kharem, 2011). 

High schools typically provide a structured environment with social and personal 

support from family and faculty. Colleges and universities have not traditionally provided 

the same structure and support systems for all students; therefore, the attrition rate for 

college freshmen is high (Fletcher, 2010). To address this problem, many colleges and 

universities have implemented summer “Bridge Programs” to help students gain the skills 

they need to be successful in college (Contreras, 2011). Some of the programs Contreras 

(2011) highlighted are federally funded programs like GEAR UP and Upward Bound, in 

addition to state programs such as MESA, private non-profit programs such as Better 

Chance and Posse Foundation, school district partnership programs such as AVID, and 

university partnerships like the Lancaster Partnership Program. Common themes and 

primary benefits of these programs are relationship building/mentoring and development 

of strong peer networks (Madkins, 2011; Mehan, Villanueva, Hubbard & Lintz, 1996; 

Pabon, Anderson & Kharem, 2011). 

Fletcher (2010) cautions that transitional programs “should create an environment 

that does not stigmatize any segment of the freshmen target population. Some colleges 

have designated these summer bridge programs as specially designed to increase campus 

diversity, while other colleges such as Princeton University and Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology planned to abandon such programs pending court rulings reviewing 

allegations of reverse discrimination (Fletcher, 2010). Therefore, there are many factors 

to consider when ethnically diverse students transition from high school to college. 
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Perceptions of Teachers and Careers in Education 

In 1994, Gordon identified a minority teacher shortage and she interviewed 140 

teachers of color from Cincinnati, Ohio; Seattle, Washington; and Long Beach, California 

over a two-year period to find out, “Why so few ethnically diverse students enter the 

teaching field if the need is so great?” She identified seventeen themes that she classified 

into three areas: educational experience, cultural and community concerns, and social and 

economic obstacles. The respondents articulated the following causes pertaining to 

educational experience: not graduating from high school, lack of adequate preparation, 

negative experience in school, poor student discipline/lack of respect, teachers not 

prepared for diversity, and lack of support in college.  

Some of these findings support Madkins’ research, particularly lack of 

preparation and lack of support for college. However, negative experience in school, 

including poor student discipline, emerged as an interesting finding from this study. One 

teacher of color who participated in the study stated, “How can you expect someone to 

survive a system that doesn’t expect them to be successful?” Another respondent 

proclaimed, “Education, as it is set up for minority students, is teaching them to be 

failures… If kids are getting turned off of K-12 education, why would they want to teach 

anyone else?” (Gordon, 1994). These results address the affective issues surrounding 

ethnically diverse students and their lack of desire to become a teacher.  

Respondents also discussed cultural and community concerns that included lack 

of academic encouragement, “racelessness” or “acting White,” absence of role models, 

low status, and too much education for the return. Gordon points out that much of the 

bias against the field is based on parental and student experiences in school, but it is also 
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an issue of racism and elitism as reflected in the following comments made by a 

respondent in the study:  

Parents don’t encourage kids to go into teaching. Even if 
they’re not middle-class, parents will encourage their children 
to be doctors and lawyers…. My parents didn’t want me to go 
into teaching even though they were educators; my parents 
stressed lucrative jobs. (Gordon, 1994) 
 
One Latino teacher noted, “[Latino] Parents have a different view of education. 

It’s not the same as Asian or Anglo. Education is important, but it isn’t the most 

important thing. Parents are dealing with survival, not long range goals.” Concerning 

“racelessness,” one Native American participant commented, “Education is the 

equivalent to going to learn how to be a White man.” Another teacher-participant shared, 

“I have one student who told me that he didn’t want to be seen carrying books home, so 

he keeps one there and one in his class.”  

Finally, another Latino teacher explained, “Parents have this attitude and it is 

passed on to their kids. So they feel they have to go against the system because it goes 

against them.” One fifth of the respondents identified the need to increase the 

participation of positive minority role models in schools, but one teacher of color 

cautions us saying, “Just because you are a minority it doesn’t mean that you know how 

to work with kids.” Almost half of the respondents (47 out of 114) identified the low 

status of teachers in America as the main reason ethnically diverse students are not 

entering the teaching profession. 

Social and economic obstacles were also identified by the participants, and they 

included: low pay, negative image of teachers, poor school conditions, more 

opportunities elsewhere, and racism. One-eighth of the interviewees specified racism as a 
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deterrent for ethnically diverse students. One teacher from Honduras shared, “You 

always have to struggle through the system, then you still have to keep proving yourself 

even if you make it into teaching. People don’t believe you are qualified because of your 

accent.” Other teacher-respondents shared that they felt that they did not get certain 

teaching jobs because of their ethnicity (Gordon, 1994). 

Overall, “negative school experiences” was the most commonly cited reason the 

teachers of color thought that ethnically diverse students were deterred from pursuing a 

teaching career. However, the most revealing finding from Gordon’s study was that 

students are being discouraged from teaching on all sides. Counselors and parents are 

telling students who are not academically successful that they cannot survive the rigors of 

college. Poorer students are told that they cannot afford to go to college, and they are not 

advised on how to secure funding. Middle-class students of color are told to look for a 

career other than teaching because they will most likely end up in a low-achieving urban 

school. Academically successful students are told to strive for something more than 

teaching because their opportunities are limitless and colleges will really want them.  

It is important to note that low pay is only one of many factors identified in this 

study and it is often reported as the major factor. Some of the teachers commented that 

even if teacher salaries were increased, the situation would not change because there are 

more complex issues to consider. Another important point that Gordon makes is that 

“teachers of color are products of the same educational system as white teachers. Those 

who have made it into teaching have not only survived the system but have succeeded in 

it” (Gordon, 1994). She also asserts, “token representation of minority teachers will in 

and of itself not attract more ethnically diverse students to the profession.” This is a more 
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complex issue and the goal should be the improvement of education for all children so 

they can choose and have opportunity to pursue their desired vocation in life (Gordon, 

1994). It is important to note that this study was conducted in 1994 and it would be 

interesting to replicate this study today see if the findings would be similar. 

These negative school experiences play a part in why ethnically diverse students 

do not typically want to pursue a teaching career. African American men, for example, 

make up only 7.5% of all male teachers and only 2% of all teachers nationwide (NCES, 

2010). United States Secretary of Education Arne Duncan (2010) raised this issue when 

he stated, “It is especially troubling that less than 2 percent of our nation’s 3.2 million 

teachers are African-American males. On average, roughly 300,000 teachers are hired a 

year in America- and just 4,500 of them are Black males. It is not good for any of our 

country’s children that only one in 50 teachers is a Black man” (Duncan, 2010). 

Identifying the factors that impact all African American male students’ perceptions of 

teaching is a good place to start to understand this phenomenon. 

In response to this issue, Graham and Erwin (2011) conducted a 

phenomenological study of 63 African American 11th grade boys to examine their 

perceptions of teaching as a career option. They used criterion sampling to study African 

American boys who met specific criteria. Participants had to be in the 11th grade, have a 

grade point average of 3.0 or higher, a minimum combined math and verbal SAT score of 

1000, and be currently enrolled in at least one Honor, Advanced, Advanced Placement, 

International Baccalaureate, or four-year institution of higher education course. All 

participants indicated that they were very interested in going to a four-year institution of 

higher learning. The students participated in two- one hour focus group sessions, 
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completed a demographic information sheet, constructed a concept map about a 

“classroom teacher” and drew a picture of a classroom teacher, in addition to answering 

questions about their perceptions of teaching as a future career. 

Graham and Erwin’s (2011) results uncovered three themes that deter African 

American males from pursuing a career in teaching: (1) negative perceptions of teachers 

and teaching; (2) schools seen as oppressive institutions; and (3) African American men 

are nonconformists. When researchers analyzed the drawings of a teacher done by the 

participants, they concluded that the students believe that teaching is primarily “woman’s 

work” (Graham & Erwin, 2011). Based on the words students listed to characterize a 

“classroom teacher” on the concept map, researchers noted that that 59% of the words 

were “negative,” 36% of the words were “positive,” and 5% of the words were “neutral.” 

Of all the negative words, sarcastic or smart mouthed appeared 66 times (23% of all 

negative words), mean or hateful appeared 37 times, disrespectful appeared 31 times, and 

racist appeared 29 times (Graham & Erwin, 2011). These words certainly provide insight 

into these students’ perceptions of a classroom teacher and demonstrate why they would 

not see teaching as a positive career choice. 

When asked directly if they would consider teaching as a career option, only 3 out 

of the 63 students (4.7%) said yes. When asked if they would consider it if they received 

a full scholarship to pursue teaching, 16 of the 63 students (25%) said they would 

consider teaching as a profession. Interestingly enough, this finding contrasts with the 

Smith, Mack and Akyea’s (2004) quantitative findings regarding their 38 African 

American male Honor students. Half of those participants from Gary, Indiana, 
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acknowledged that they would consider teaching if a four-year institution would pay for 

all of their college expenses (Smith, Mack & Akyea, 2004). 

The second theme, schools as oppressive institutions, had three factors of interest. 

Participants’ responses on the inventory and the concept maps suggested that part of the 

reason African American males do not want to pursue teaching is because they do not 

want to be a part of these oppressive institutions that tell students lies and that do not 

value their contributions as African Americans. They reported that teachers devalue the 

experiences of African Americans; teachers label and stigmatize African Americans; and 

they felt as though they will experience disrespect from White parents of the children 

they would teach because they are Black. These participants shared frustrations with 

being labeled, experiencing racial isolation and racial stratification as well as being 

disrespected in school now so why would they want to subject themselves to these same 

conditions in their profession (Graham & Erwin, 2011; Pabon, Anderson & Kharem, 

2011).  

Finally, the participants noted that African American men are nonconformists so 

they do not want to fit into a certain mold. They viewed the teaching curriculum as too 

strict and not truthful or complete. They believed that teachers do not have the power to 

truly engage and empower ethnically diverse students because they are forced to teach a 

Eurocentric curriculum. The researchers summarize this theme by stating, “African 

American men pursue other careers where they are not forced to conform to a curriculum 

that treats people of color invisibly” (Graham & Erwin, 2011). This notion of invisibility 

is consistent with Sue’s (2004) work on ethnocentric monoculturalism, meaning 

institutions treat other racial or ethnic groups invisibly because they are biased toward 
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European Americans (Suarez-Balcazar, 2003; Sue, 2004 as cited in Graham & Erwin, 

2011). 

One of the most revealing findings from the Graham and Erwin (2011) research is 

the participants’ perceptions of African American males being nonconformists who are 

opposed to “teaching lies” to children and buying into the perceived racist practices in 

schools. An ensuing question then is, do these African American students see other 

African American male teachers as “sell outs” or as “acting White”? If this is true, 

perhaps one approach to this dilemma is to have them consider ways teachers of color 

can empower ethnically diverse students and challenge the status quo. Would this 

approach give more meaning and purpose to why an African American man would want 

to pursue a career in teaching? More research in this area could shed additional light on 

finding solutions to the dilemma of how more African American males can be attracted to 

the teaching profession. 

 

Social Domain 

 

Recruitment and Retention 

Recruitment of teachers of color is a key issue that needs to be addressed in the 

effort to increase the number of qualified teachers of color. Some research suggests that 

new teachers across the nation are more diverse than their veteran colleagues, but the 

majority of the teaching force is still overwhelmingly White (Kirby, Berends & Naftel 

1999; Shen, Wegenke & Cooley, 2003). A more diverse teaching work force is not only a 

positive experience for ethnically diverse students who can benefit from role models who 
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look like them and teachers who can advocate for them, but also for White students who 

can learn a lot by experiencing diversity on a daily basis (Frankenberg, 2009).  

The 76 Latino, Filipino and African American college students Ramirez (2010) 

interviewed from Southern California reported that the time and the cost of earning a 

teaching credential are deterrents to pursuing the career. The participants also reported 

that the inadequate salary, the lack of respect for the profession, government regulations 

and the university’s lack of cooperation with student teaching placements were also 

significant deterrents. Ramirez (2010) points out that, “there is a need to recruit and retain 

ethnic minorities to the field of education, for research indicates that when an ethnic 

minority teacher is present, there are less ethnic minority students in special education, a 

decrease in absenteeism, more parental involvement, and ethnic minority students are 

more involved in school activities” (Ramirez, 2010).  

Frankenberg asserts that the low percentage of teachers of color is due to various 

factors that may limit the number of non-white teachers and the fact that African 

Americans have had more access to careers that were traditionally difficult to enter prior 

to the Civil Rights Movement so they may be drawn away from the teaching profession 

(Frankenberg, 2009). In 1978 African Americans made up 12% of the national teacher 

workforce and this percentage has steadily declined over time to only 8% currently 

(NCES, 2010).  

In her literature review, Madkins (2011) summarized three major contemporary 

factors that she believed led to the current lack of people of color in the teacher pipeline. 

She points to inadequate academic preparation for college entrance and graduation, 

increased opportunities for people of color to pursue other fields, and standardized testing 
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requirements for teacher licensure.  She also noted, “Increasing the number of teachers 

from diverse backgrounds and providing them with support will allow them to best use 

their cultural knowledge to positively influence the educational outcomes of minority 

students” (Madkins, 2011). She suggested that in recent years African Americans who 

have decided to become teachers are older and career changers so using nontraditional 

teacher certification programs is one strategy to recruit more teachers of color (Madkins, 

2011). 

According to the 2008-2009 Pennsylvania Department of Education statistics, 

Hispanic and African American students who graduate pursue college admission only at 

61.9% (African American) and 61.3% (Hispanic) as compared to their Caucasian 

counterparts at 74.2 % (PA Department of Education, 2010). Although across the nation 

there is an increase in the number of ethnically diverse students graduating from college, 

Pennsylvania only shows a modest increase at 4.4% compared to the highest increases 

seen in neighboring state Maryland at 8.0 % (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2008). Although there were 2.1 million Latino students in U.S. colleges in 2011, 

signifying an increase of 15% over 2010 enrollment figures and the number increased 

24% the year before, retention of Latinos and African Americans in college remains an 

issue (McLaughlin, 2011).  

Furthermore, underrepresented ethnically diverse students who are presently in 

college are typically not interested in teaching as a career. According to the National 

Science Foundation (2002), African American students are choosing business, science 

and mathematics in recent years. These careers generally are seen as more lucrative and 

more prestigious than teaching. Some researchers postulate that during segregation 
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teaching was the only professional career choice for African Americans, particularly 

women, so they were drawn to teaching. About 60 % of all African American college 

graduates began careers in teaching during the late 1960s, but by the 1980s, the 

percentage had dropped to 20% of African American college graduates who were 

entering the teaching profession (Murnane et al., 1991). Perkins (1989) speculated that 

because of increased opportunities and progress that African Americans made since the 

mid-20th century, some African Americans might view teaching “as a career of a bygone 

era” (p.363). Other researchers suggest that especially African American women chose 

pathways that offered more room for professional growth and advancement, those that 

were more financially lucrative, and careers that held more prestige than teaching 

(Gordon, 1994). African American women were increasingly selecting career 

opportunities in higher education, business, medicine, architecture and law (Murnane et 

al., 1991).  

Madkins (2011) also suggested that standardized testing practices in teacher 

preparation programs are hindering African American students from pursuing a teaching 

career. Pre-service teachers must pass subject matter and skills tests for licensing 

requirements in most states. Linda Darling-Hammond (2000) and other researchers have 

argued that a multiple-choice test is not a good predictor of teacher effectiveness or a 

valid measure of teacher preparation; nevertheless, teacher candidates must pass these 

subject matter tests to earn a license. These tests also cost money each time they are taken 

so this may also be a deterrent for ethnically diverse students from families of low-

socioeconomic status.  
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In the past these tests were called the National Teacher Examinations (NTE) and 

they assessed general knowledge and pedagogical knowledge (Darling-Hammond, 2000; 

Murnane et al., 1991). Historically, when compared to other subgroups, African 

American students received relatively low scores on the NTE, and then the cutoff scores 

were raised in the 1970s and that marginalized these students even more. There was a 

dramatic decrease in the number of licensed African American teachers during that time. 

For example, there was a 73% drop in North Carolina between 1975 and 1982 (Murnane 

et al., 1991). Efforts to improve teacher preparation through increased testing and more 

intense teacher training have worsened the prospects for students of color (Witty, 1986 as 

cited in Gordon, 1994). That is not to say that we should abandon high expectations for 

teacher candidates, but perhaps we need to look more closely at other attributes a 

prospective teacher can bring to the profession or other ways of assessing teacher 

candidates in an effort to support interested ethnically diverse students as they pursue a 

career in education. One such support that had been highlighted in the research was the 

impact that mentoring can have on individuals pursuing a teaching career. 

 

Mentoring 

Attribution Theory (Weiner, 2010) highlights the interplay of the self and others’ 

perception. By using this theory, protégés in a mentoring program can be encouraged to 

see their characteristics as something they have as opposed to something they are. The 

malleable nature of personal characteristics then supports the protégé’s autonomy, and 

students can see how they have control over their present circumstance and hopefully 

they will be more motivated to pursue college and potentially a career in education.  
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When a mentor helps a protégé to challenge his/her causal beliefs and understand 

that causes can change, perhaps future outcomes may change as well (Forsyth, Story, 

Kelley & McMillan, 2009; Locke & Latham, 2002; Weiner, 2010). This notion may be 

particularly salient for urban ethnically diverse students who can face many challenges to 

their academic success (Graham & Taylor, 2002). Additionally, Pabon, Anderson and 

Kharem (2011) share the importance of relationship building, providing support systems 

and identifying future goals as important to the success of ethnically diverse students.  

Grossman and Rhodes (2002) summarized several theories regarding how one-on-

one mentoring relationships may be effective: (1) adolescents in particular identify with 

mentors who serve as role models and support their self-perceptions of efficacy and 

worth (Bandura, 1969); (2) successful mentoring relationships can be corrective 

experiences for adolescents who have negative views of the themselves or their 

relationships (Bowlby, 1982); and  (3) mentors’ relationships with their protégés can 

improve adolescents’ relationships with their parents and/or peers.  

Most of the recent work regarding group mentoring reflects different processes 

than one-on-one mentoring. For example, group mentoring benefits focus on the mentor-

protégé bond, the relationships protégés develop with other members of the group, and/or 

through positive experiences of being a member of the group as a whole (Herrera, Vang, 

& Gale, 2002). One key ingredient for effective group mentoring may be the extent to 

which participation in the group fosters a psychological sense of belonging. 

Lapidus (2004) investigated the development of adolescents’ psychological sense 

of belonging in the context of a school based group-mentoring program in a culturally 

diverse high school. The research also explored whether a sense of belonging with the 
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mentor or whole group moderates the effects on students’ sense of belonging to school 

and/or sense of ethnic belonging. Exploring whether the mentoring program can impact 

students’ sense of belonging with one’s school and ethnic belonging was important as 

these factors have been frequently found to increase students’ academic achievement and 

psychological well-being (Chipuer, 2001; Kuperminc, Blatt & Leadbeater, 2000). 

Belonging is one of the universal needs of all youth. According to Dr. Karl 

Menninger (as cited in Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern, 2001), American 

psychiatrist, children and youth pursue "artificial belongings" (p. 38) when their need for 

belonging is not met by families, schools, and communities; they will gather with others 

to belong, even when these others are engaged in anti-social or criminal behaviors. 

Therefore, mentoring can provide that sense of belonging while being positively goal 

directed. 

In addition to fostering a positive sense of belonging, some research has also 

articulated how mentoring increases the accountability of both mentors and protégés that 

in turn can improve academic achievement (Sawyer, 2001).  Sawyer’s (2001) research 

indicated that elementary school students who were mentored by ethnically diverse high 

school students in one urban school showed academic improvement in reading and 

writing. Additionally, the high school mentors for those students reported that the three 

most meaningful aspects of their job were: (1) working with children, (2) teaching them 

what they do not know, and (3) making friends. Sawyer (2001) reported that the mentors 

displayed extraordinary dedication and empathy for the elementary children. Although 

the mentors clearly helped the children with their academic work, the mentors repeatedly 

referred to the children’s emotional well-being, and they felt proud of being able to help 
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these children in this way. In one case, the mentor felt a need to act as a child advocate, 

which he did successfully (Sawyer, 2001).  

Mentors also reported a sense of selflessness in giving to others. This may be very 

significant considering all the mentors were African American or Latino males. One 

mentor said, “I feel good helping the kids. They’ve got to grow up. Some might be 

successful. When I get older, I’ll feel happy that I’ve helped them in a way.” Based on 

this research, it would appear that the mentors also reaped meaningful benefits by 

participating in the mentoring program. One of the goals of the mentoring program was 

to give these high school students experiences with teaching in hopes that they may 

consider teaching as a career. Sawyer (2001) summarized, “Although the mentors 

experienced considerable personal meaning from working in a nontraditional way with 

young protégés, they did not value the overall experience enough to consider teaching as 

a career option.” Mentors reported that teaching is too tough and one mentor said, “I 

might go a little crazy.” Sawyer points out that while mentors and protégés formed strong 

bonds, the mentors did not feel an overall connection to the school itself. Perhaps if 

mentors had the opportunity to collaborate with enthusiastic teachers and feel like they 

were more a part of the school community, the results may have been different (Sawyer, 

2001). 

Nationally, there are some programs that have been specifically designed to 

recruit ethnically diverse students, particularly Latino students, into the field of 

education. Latino Educators of Tomorrow (LET) in Utah endeavors to provide Latino 

students who are interested in teaching with specified high school classes and a mentor 

teacher of color during their transition from high school to college (Trevino, 2011).  
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Trevino’s findings point to the importance of a mentoring relationship and field 

experiences to help participants see that they could become “an example in their 

communities” (Trevino, 2011). Texas A&M- Corpus Christi partners with a local high 

school and takes pre-service teachers, predominantly ethnically diverse students, to the 

school to talk specifically about teaching as a career as a way to recruit more ethnically 

diverse students to the college of education. As part of the future teachers course in this 

program, high school students participate in field service at the local elementary and 

middle schools. These future teachers are paid a minimum wage for their service. Indiana 

University- Bloomington also instituted a program, Project TEAM: Project 

Transformative Education Achievement Model, to recruit ethnic minorities in teaching by 

providing them with a community within the School of Education that provided 

academic, social, personal and financial support for students who wanted to become 

teachers (Ramirez, 2009). Making programs available to ethnically diverse students is 

one important part of the solution; however, a student’s personal motivation and career 

development also need to be addressed. 

 

Personal Domain 
 

Motivation 

 The phenomenon explored in this dissertation may reside in the intersection of 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Attribution Theory. SDT focuses on the social 

environment that is designed to optimize an individual’s development, performance and 

well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Looking specifically at the types of school contexts the 

participants have experienced may allow the researcher to see patterns that may need to 
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be addressed in order to achieve the aim of the research. SDT also highlights the 

importance of an individual’s inner resources for personality development and self-

regulated behavior. The three needs in SDT–autonomy, relatedness, and competence- 

may play a significant role in a student’s identity development including career decision-

making. How their identity development is either encouraged or thwarted in a school 

environment may also shed some light on possible recommendations to increase 

ethnically diverse students’ academic self-concept. 

Gillis’ (1990) research suggested that the state administered tests as a requirement 

to be accepted into a teacher preparation program are a barrier to ethnically diverse 

students entering the teaching profession. In addition, Ramirez (2010) wrote that many of 

the participants he interviewed, “felt compelled to share their displeasure with K-12 

schools and state and federal governments for creating more obstacles for students 

wishing to become teachers.” The Ramirez (2010) study of 76 Southern California 

University students outlined other de-motivating factors that affect a students’ decision to 

pursue a career in teaching, which include: the time it takes and the cost of obtaining a 

teaching credential; inadequate salary; the perception that teaching is not a respectable 

profession; the desire to teach in a specific community; and government regulations. The 

Ramirez (2010) findings concerning what draws ethnically diverse students to the field of 

education, what barriers exists to pursuing a teaching career, and the participants’ 

perceptions of teaching were used to generate some of the survey and interview questions 

in the present study. 
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Career Identity Development  

Oyserman and Destin (2010) explored an Identity-Based Motivation (IBM) model 

that assumes that “the self-concept is multi-faceted, including many diverse and not well-

integrated identity components, with content that is dynamically constructed in context.” 

The basic premise of the model is that people interpret situations, like doing well in 

school, in ways that are congruent with their currently active identities; people prefer 

identity-congruent actions over identity-incongruent ones; and people interpret any 

difficulties they have through the lens of identity-congruence.  

The IBM model is based on three core postulates that Oyserman and Destin term 

action readiness, dynamic construction, and interpretation of difficulty. Action readiness 

means that identities cue a person’s readiness to act and to make sense of the world in 

terms of the values, norms, and behaviors relevant to the identity. These identities are 

dynamically constructed in terms of which identity comes to mind first, what the 

identities mean to the person, and therefore, which behaviors are congruent with them in 

that context. Interpretation of difficulty predicts that if a behavior is seen to be identity-

congruent it is important and possible; therefore, effort is meaningful, not pointless. 

Interpretation of difficulty matters, especially in a school context, because it influences a 

person’s judgment, choice and behavior (Oyserman & Destin, 2010).  

Oyserman, Bybee and Terry (2006) examined the effect of “Possible Selves”—or 

a way for a person to see success and failure in future situations—and the effect of 

School-to-Job (STJ) intervention on future Possible Selves. Essentially, a STJ 

intervention consists of advancing the development of positive Possible Selves by 

assisting students to make goals where he or she will be able to imagine tangible positive 
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Possible Selves through his or her desired goals (Oyserman, 2006).  In this way, STJ 

promotes self-regulated behaviors that may support a protégé’s positive academic self-

concept and potentially his or her emerging identity (Kaplan & Flum, 2009; LaGuardia, 

2009). To some extent achievement goal theory (Maehr & Zusho, 2009) and goal setting 

strategies (Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006; Wentzel, 2001) have also been found to be 

effective in mentoring relationships. Protégés are trained to challenge their causal 

attributions (Weiner, 2010) when necessary to help them to see that they can have 

autonomy over their circumstances. 

Ford, Moore and Scott (2011) made suggestions concerning racial identity theory, 

culturally responsive mentoring, and African American student needs, and their findings 

are used as a frame of reference because each of these components are also embedded in 

the phenomenon being explored in the present study. Oliva and Staudt (2003) specifically 

researched Latinos’ identity development toward becoming a professional teacher. 

Through surveys and interviews conducted during a school-university collaborative, 

Oliva and Staudt (2003) investigated “what students know about teaching, how they 

assess and make sense of the teaching practice, and how they articulate and take on their 

identity and emerging teacher personae.” It is anticipated that the largest percentage of 

ethnically diverse students in this sample will be Latino so these findings will be taken 

into consideration as well.  

 



 

 63 

Research Questions 

 

 The following research questions were derived from the review of the literature and 

the two previous studies. The following are the specific research questions put forth in 

this dissertation: 

  Primary research question: In what ways do ethnically diverse college students 

perceive mentoring as supporting their success in college and/or their career aspirations? 

 The present study was designed to answer the following foundational questions: 

1. In what ways does having a mentor impact a student’s decision to consider 

teaching as a career? 

2. How do ethnically diverse education majors perceive having a mentor as 

contributing to their college success? 

3. What are the specific support systems that help ethnically diverse students 

succeed in college? 

4. What are the barriers that exist that inhibit ethnically diverse students from 

pursuing a teaching career and how do they overcome those barriers? 

5. In what ways do school experiences affect student perceptions of teaching as a 

career? 

6. How does having a mentor impact a student’s decision to consider teaching as 

a career? 

7. How do ethnically diverse students’ perceptions of teachers and careers in 

education affect their career aspirations?  
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Question #1 was a product of findings from Graham and Erwin (2011) and Study 2. Questions 

#2, #3 and #7 were generated based on research conducted by: Gillis (1990), Gordon (2000), and 

Madkins (2011), who focused on barriers that inhibit students of color from pursuing a teaching 

career; and Davis and Jordan (1994) who researched school experiences of African American 

males. While mentoring students of color who aspire to be teachers was not found abundantly in 

the literature, research questions #4 and #5 were developed in response to research conducted by 

Ford, Moore and Scott (2011) regarding retention of students of color, Sawyer’s (2001) work on 

mentoring urban youth, and Trevino’s (2011) research on mentoring for college transition. 

Question #6 was created in response to Study 1 findings. Process question #7 was posed to try to 

understand how ethnically diverse students make meaning of their experiences that may have led 

them to consider teaching as a future career. For more details about how the research questions 

align with the proposed conceptual model and the specific interview questions, see Table 3.2 

Conceptual Framework Alignment Table. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

 

Participants ranged in age from 18-24 years old and were all college students 

enrolled at Teacher University or a recent graduate. Both males and females from a 

variety of non-White ethnic backgrounds were participants. Approximately 180 email 

invitations were sent to Bachelor of Science in Education (BSE) majors of color and the 

Pre-Scholar program undeclared students, and 12 students responded to that email 

indicating they were interested in participating the research that consisted of three semi-

structured interviews and two writing prompts. Interviews were conducted with all 12 

volunteers; however, the Eastern European participants’ data were excluded from the 

analysis since they did not clearly represent students of color. In this study, ethnically 

diverse students or students of color included Latino, Hispanic, Bi-racial, African 

American, Asian or Native American students. The final participant pool selected for this 

study comprised one freshman, four juniors, four seniors, and one recent graduate. Table 

3.1 presents a summary of the demographics of interest for this study and the interview 

dates. 

To maintain confidentiality, pseudonyms were assigned to each of the 10 

participants in the study. Each student’s pseudonym and data code are identified in 

column one of Table 3.1 and a brief description of each participant, including some 

demographic information, experience with mentoring, and future goals, are presented as 

participant profiles section in Chapter 4. 
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Table 3.1   
 
Demographic Data for Participants 
 
 

Note. BSE= Bachelor of Science in Education. ERCH =Early Childhood Education. 
ELED= Elementary Education.  
aThis participant was planning on declaring an ERCH major within the next month. 
bThis participant graduated from the university in 2012 and was teaching first grade in an 
urban school.

 

Pseudonym Age Gender Ethnicity Major GPA Int.#1 Int.#2 Int.#3 
Bethany 
(BM) 

20 Female African 
American 

Undeclared 
(ERCHa) 

3.09 2/18/14 2/27/14 3/6/14 

Donnell 
(DB) 

21 Male African 
American 

BSE- 
English 

2.8 2/12/14 3/6/14 3/6/14 

Beatrix 
(BC-V) 

18 Female Puerto Rican BSE-
Spanish 

3.4 2/7/14 2/19/14 2/26/14 

Alice 
(AS) 

23 Female Honduran/ 
Native 
American 

BSE- 
English 

3.5 2/4/14 2/11/14 2/18/14 

Roberto 
(RB) 

20 Male Latino/ 
Dominican 

BSE-
Spanish 

3.51 1/29/14 2/6/14 2/20/14 

Ting 
(TN) 

21 Female Chinese/ 
Vietnamese 

BSE- Math 3.6 1/20/14 2/7/14 2/21/14 

Stephen 
(SL) 

22 Male African 
American 

BSE- 
Music 

3.77 1/15/14 2/4/14 2/11/14 

Destiny 
(DE) 

23 Female African 
American 

ERCH/ELE
D 2nd yr 
teacherb 

3.5 1/10/14 3/11/14 3/20/14 

Shaniqua 
(SB) 

20 Female African 
American 

BSE- 
English 
Changed to 
Social 
Work 

2.6 1/6/14 1/29/14 3/11/14 

Jacinta 
(JA) 

24 Female Puerto Rican ERCH 2.84 1/7/14 2/12/14 2/24/14 
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Instrumentation 

 
Conceptual Framework 
  
 The five basic premises that contributed to the conceptual model (see Figure A1) are 

listed in Table 3.2. The purpose of the alignment table is to succinctly align the research 

questions with the actual specific interview questions. All questions were embedded in the 

conceptual framework as well, in an attempt to add rigor and clarity to the research process and 

purpose.  Some of the premises, research questions, and interview questions were derived from 

two previous studies that were conducted at Teacher University prior to this research study. 

Table 3.2 
 
Conceptual Framework Alignment Table 
 

Conceptual Framework 
Premises 

Research Questions Interview Questions 

In this study, a mentor is 
defined as an experienced 
adviser and supporter in a 
semi-formal or formal 
mentoring relationship with 
a protégé. A distinction will 
be made between this type 
of mentor and family 
members who serve as 
encouragers, for example. 

In what ways does having a 
mentor impact a student’s 
decision to consider 
teaching as a career? 
 
How do ethnically diverse 
education majors perceive 
having a mentor as 
contributing to their college 
success? 

How did you get involved 
in mentoring? 
Has mentoring played a part 
in your college success or 
career decision-making?  
Please describe your 
mentoring relationship. 
What are some benefits of 
being in the mentoring 
program? 
 
What are some of the 
challenges of being in the 
mentoring program? 
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Table 3.2, continued 
 
Mentoring fosters a sense of 
belonging and 
accountability that may 
positively impact students’ 
success at college. 

What are the specific 
support systems that help 
ethnically diverse students 
succeed in college? 

How do you describe 
yourself as a student? 
Do you feel like you belong 
at college? If so, what has 
contributed to that? 
What are some of the 
benefits of being a mentor? 
What are some benefits of 
being a mentee? 
Does having a mentor/ 
mentee increase your desire 
to do well as a college  
student? 

First generation college 
students often need a 
support system, such as a 
mentor, to help them 
negotiate the college 
culture. 
 

What are the barriers that 
exist that inhibit ethnically 
diverse students from 
pursuing a teaching career 
and how do they overcome 
those barriers? 
 
 

How are things going 
presently?  
What characteristics do you 
have that are supporting 
your college success?  
What challenges have 
you/are you facing at 
college? 
 
What support systems do 
you have? 
Writing prompt:  
Describe a time that you 
had to overcome a barrier to 
your success and how you 
handled that challenge. 
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Table 3.2, continued 
 
Ethnically diverse students’ 
prior academic and social 
experiences in school 
contribute to their decision-
making about pursuing 
careers in education. 
 

In what ways do school 
experiences affect student 
perceptions of teaching as a 
career? 
 
How does having a mentor 
impact a student’s decision 
to consider teaching as a 
career? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How do ethnically diverse 
students make meaning of 
their past school 
experiences and perceptions 
of careers in education as 
they relate to their career 
aspirations? 

Describe your experiences 
in K-12 schools. 
With regard to school 
success, who has impacted 
you the most and how? 
What has impacted you the 
most and how? 
How would you describe 
the overall quality of your 
K-12 school?  
What was your experience 
with your teachers, 
especially with teachers of 
color? 
 
Do you think this 
conceptual framework fits 
your experience? How or 
why not? 
Writing prompt:  
“What do you think this all 
means?”  

Ethnically diverse students’ 
families’ perceptions of 
careers in education affect 
students’ career aspirations. 
 

How do ethnically diverse 
students’ perceptions of 
teachers and careers in 
education affect their career 
aspirations? 

How has your family 
background impacted your 
college experience? 
Has your family’s 
perceptions of careers in 
education affected your  
career aspirations? 
What contributed to your 
decision to be an education 
major? 
What perceptions do you 
have about careers in 
education?  
What contributed to those 
perceptions? 

 
Note. This table displays how the research questions and interview questions relate to the 
conceptual model for this dissertation. 
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Interview Protocols 

 Education majors from ethnically diverse backgrounds were invited to participate in three 

semi-structured interviews. The purpose of the first interview was to establish rapport with the 

participants and to collect pertinent background information (see Appendix C for Interview 

Protocols). Questions in the first interview center on the participants’ prior school experiences, 

on their family’s perceptions of education and careers in education, how they view themselves as 

students, and what contributed to their career aspirations. 

 The purpose of the second interview was to identify what the participants view as their 

challenges and supports with regard to college success. In this interview specific questions about 

mentoring benefits and challenges were collected. Participants were asked to describe their 

mentoring relationships and to respond to a writing prompt concerning a time they had to 

overcome a barrier to their success and how they handled that challenge. 

 The purpose of the final interview was to debrief and to discuss what the participants 

believed all the data collected about their experiences, perceptions and mentoring meant to them. 

Participants were reminded of the data collected in previous interviews and invited to engage in a 

discussion about the meaning in an effort to add rigor to the research and to potentially empower 

each participant. Students also responded to the writing prompt, “What do you think this all 

means?” Finally, I explained the proposed conceptual model to participants and asked if this 

framework resonated with their experiences or not.  

 

Scoring 

The qualitative data from three interviews and the written responses to the prompts were 

analyzed using Atlas.ti. I coded the data with four overarching codes already assigned based on 
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the previous studies and the proposed conceptual framework, but new codes emerged from the 

data and were added to the codebook when appropriate. The process and rationale for adding 

new codes will be explained in more detail below. 

 

Procedure 

 

Data Collection 

Phase I- After describing the goal and procedure of the research to the participants and 

securing appropriate consent signatures, I began asking the first interview protocol background 

questions. I interviewed all participants individually in a private room, and the interview was 

videotaped and audio taped in each case. I asked clarifying or elaborating questions that were not 

part of the semi-structured interview protocol when necessary. I then thanked the participant and 

scheduled a mutually agreeable time for the second interview. 

Phase II- After I reminded the participant about the goal and procedure of the research 

project, I asked follow up or clarifying questions from the first interview and then I continued the 

interview using the questions on the second interview protocol. I asked clarifying or elaborating 

questions that were not part of the semi-structured interview protocol when necessary. At the end 

of the interview, I asked the participant to respond to the following writing prompt: “Describe a 

time that you had to overcome a barrier to your success and how you handled that challenge.” I 

emailed the prompt to each participant so there was more time for the participants to think about 

the response and so they were not feeling pressure to perform. 

 Phase III- After reminding the participant about the goal and procedure of the research 

project, I asked follow up or clarifying questions from the first or second interview and then I 
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reminded the participant about some of the previous responses. I directly asked the two main 

research questions regarding the impact of mentoring on the participant’s college success and 

career aspirations again even though each participant had previously answered these questions in 

other interviews. Using the interviews and the writing prompts, I hoped to confirm the data. 

Next, I explained the proposed conceptual model that includes family perceptions of education 

and careers in education, prior school experiences, and mentoring. Following that, I asked the 

participants if this model resonated with their experiences and how or why not. Once again, the 

goal was to be transparent and ask the participants directly so I can then include the data from 

participants in the assessment of the conceptual model. 

Next, I asked how each interviewee felt about participating in this research project. 

Following the third interview, I emailed each participant the final writing prompt that was: 

“What do you think all of this means?” In this way, I hoped to use member checking to validate 

some of the meaning and to potentially empower the participants. Additionally, having 

participants write their responses may have provided more thoughtful and detailed data.  

 

Data Analysis 

To analyze the qualitative interview data and the written responses, I established four 

overarching codes: mentoring, family perceptions, prior school experiences, and racism. The 

four major codes were then subdivided into 17 specific codes in order to more clearly understand 

students’ perceptions and to understand the impact of mentoring on career decision choices and 

college success. Based on results from the two previous studies, I identified the following codes, 

italicized below, that were used initially to analyze the interview and written response data. 
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Mentoring- meaning advice and/or direct support given to the participant by an adult or 

older peer that the participant views as meaningful advice. However, this code involved more 

than advice given from an encouraging family member; it included formal mentoring as in the 

participant was matched with a mentor in a formal mentoring program (e.g. Big Brothers/Big 

Sisters, Teachers of Color Mentoring Program, etc.) or semi-formal mentoring by a person other 

than a family member. Embedded codes all related to mentoring were also identified during 

analysis to clearly make distinctions between types of mentors, for example, and to conduct 

deeper analysis across gender and ethnicity. They were: family member mentor (ment-fam), 

teacher mentor (ment-teacher), and church mentor (ment-church). Furthermore, I coded for the 

potential effect mentoring had on accountability (ment-accountability) and on the participant’s 

sense of belonging (ment-belonging) as well as the participants’ perspectives on the benefits 

(ment-benefits) and the challenges of mentoring (ment-challenges). 

Prior School Experiences (PSE)- Gordon (2004), Madkins (2010) and Graham and Erwin 

(2011) suggested that negative school experiences play a significant role in students’ career 

decision-making; therefore, I also coded for the participants’ negative prior school experiences 

(PSE-neg) in K-12 school that the participant believed was detrimental to his/her academic, 

social or socio-emotional well-being or future success. This could include, but was not limited 

to: poor school funding, ineffective teachers, poor administrators, inequality, racism, bullying, 

etc. Upon analysis, I decided to separate out the racism code (racism) from prior school 

experiences because there were numerous examples and I wanted to ultimately cross reference 

racism with other codes. Additionally, in an effort to explore the premises of the proposed 

conceptual model, I subdivided the prior school experience code into the following: the 

participants’ motivations to do well (PSE- motivation), the participants’ interest in teaching 
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(PSE-interest), the participants’ perceptions of their college readiness (PSE- college readiness) 

and their academic identity (PSE- Acad Id). 

Perceptions of Careers in Education- This code was separated into the students’ 

perceptions (personal perceptions of teachers) and their families’ perceptions (fam-perceptions). 

Included in this code are the beliefs that family and significant others had about the participant’s 

desire to pursue a teaching career and about careers in education in general. Since I was also 

interested in participants’ positive or negative perceptions of teachers and teaching as a career 

choice, I also coded for personal perceptions of teachers. This code included some societal 

views and how the participant negotiated those views and still maintained a desire to teach. 

As participants shared their stories and experiences, I remained committed to being open 

to the process of identifying additional codes as they emerged, particularly codes that counter the 

theme of institutional racism or the positive impact of mentoring on college success and career 

aspirations. In an effort to record participants’ feedback about the conceptual model, I added the 

framework feedback code to the analysis. 

The data collection occurred over the course of two months and since this was an 

iterative process some new questions were added to the semi-structured interviews. For example, 

when one participant voluntarily shared how participating in the research project had really 

helped him to reflect on his development as a teacher, I asked subsequent participants how they 

felt about participating in the research and their insightful comments are shared in Chapter 4. 
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Limitations of Study 

 

While a completely random sample of ethnically diverse education students would be 

preferred, it was a challenge to find participants that fit the criteria. The fact that these 

participants were directly invited via an email invitation to participate in the research and that 

they “self-selected” needs to be taken into consideration. Perhaps students who are more likely to 

participate in this type of research are also more likely to be involved in mentoring and to share 

positive experiences about mentoring.  

Another potential issue that I had to address on a few occasions was the “on stage rogue” 

problem, meaning when participants feel the need to please the researcher (Agnew & Pike, 

2007). Since most participants knew that I was a coordinator of a mentoring program on campus, 

they may have thought that they had to give me positive examples of mentoring. I attempted to 

be clear that the research focus was to document their stories, but it is unclear if they all really 

believed that.  

Another limitation of most research about mentoring is that generally people define 

mentoring in various ways. For example, the participants in this study often referred to family 

members as their mentors and in this case I defined mentors so as not to include family 

members; however, I needed to consider the impact of those family members and coded those 

instances separately.  

 Since I did not anticipate the inclusion of “other support systems” in the proposed 

conceptual model prior to the interview phase, it is unclear if mentoring would be included with 

that factor for these participants or if it would be a separate factor. More research on how 

mentoring may be different from other support systems is needed. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

 

As outlined in chapter 1, a disparity exists between the numbers of students of color and 

the low numbers of teachers of color in the United States. Although college enrollment for 

ethnically diverse students has increased in recent years, many of those students are not choosing 

education as a major. Madkins (2011) and Gordon (1994) have studied the perceptions ethnically 

diverse students have about teaching and have identified numerous barriers, such as: limited 

educational opportunities, prior negative school experiences, lack of academic encouragement, 

lack of support for college, more lucrative career options, low status of the profession, absence of 

role models of color, standardized testing requirements, and racism, etc. (Gordon, 1994; 

Madkins, 2011). While it was my intent to explore some of these barriers, my goal was to 

understand in what ways students of color believe mentoring has played a part in their career 

aspirations and college success. Additionally, I wanted to describe the experiences of these 

successful education majors of color, focusing on their family perspectives, their motivation, 

their interests in teaching, their academic identity, and the impact of mentoring on their 

development.  

Recruitment and retention of students of color in education programs has been a 

challenge for many colleges and universities. When students of color do enroll in college and 

pursue a career in education, they are often faced with a number of other barriers, including 

stringent academic requirements, mandatory standardized testing, and institutional racism. Based 
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on the literature and two previous studies I conducted, the following research questions were 

addressed in this study: 

• In what ways does having a mentor impact a student’s decision to consider teaching as a 

career? 

• How do ethnically diverse education majors perceive having a mentor as contributing to 

their college success? 

• What are the specific support systems that help ethnically diverse students succeed in 

college? 

• What are the barriers that exist that inhibit ethnically diverse students from pursuing a 

teaching career and how do they overcome those barriers? 

• In what ways do school experiences affect student perceptions of teaching as a career? 
 

• How does having a mentor impact a student’s decision to consider teaching as a career? 
 

• How do ethnically diverse students’ perceptions of teachers and careers in education 

affect their career aspirations?  

 

At Teacher University, the setting for this study, mentoring has been linked to college 

student academic success; therefore, I endeavored to find out in what ways ethnically diverse 

education majors perceived mentoring as having an effect on their college success and/or their 

career aspirations. An email invitation was sent to approximately 180 ethnically diverse 

education majors and undeclared students in the Pre-Scholar Program at Teacher University. 

While data were collected on the 12 students who volunteered to participate in the research, only 

the data for 10 of those students were analyzed in this dissertation because the two Eastern 

European participants did not really qualify as students of color as defined in this research. 
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After conducting three interviews with each participant and having each of them respond 

to two writing prompts, I was able to observe more depth to each of their stories and I was able 

to confirm the data using the interviews and the writing prompts. It was advantageous to conduct 

the interviews over the course of six-eight weeks because many participants shared more details 

with me when they returned for a subsequent interview. Some of them reported that they really 

thought about the questions and even discussed some of their realizations with friends, family 

members, and mentors. Establishing rapport during the first interview was very important to the 

overall process and many students seemed eager to return to tell their story. I found it necessary 

to send multiple reminders to a few participants to submit their written responses, but in the end 

they each completed all phases.  

 

Participants 

 

Overall, the general demographic breakdown of participants was seven females and three 

males. In total there were five African Americans, four Latinos, and one Asian. Three of the 

participants were English Education majors, two were Spanish Education majors, three were 

Early Childhood/Elementary Education (ERCH) majors, one was a Math Education major and 

one was a Music Education major. In the following paragraphs, I provide details about each of 

the participants including: age, gender, ethnic background, major, academic standing, family 

background, and experience with mentoring if appropriate. In addition, I added descriptors of 

each participant in an effort to capture some of their personality traits. These descriptors are 

based solely on my impressions. 
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Participant Profiles 

Bethany was a 20-year-old female college junior who was undeclared but about to 

declare Early Childhood Education as her major. She reported that her academic advisor did not 

tell her what she needed to do to get into the ERCH major so she was a little bit behind right 

now. She identified as an “African American/ Black” woman. She presented as a very vibrant 

and positive person who didn’t “come from a stereotypical Black family because both of her 

parents are still married and together” (Bethany, Interview #1). Her father was a Reverend who 

had a Master’s degree and also worked as a cable man. Her mother was a medical assistant who 

was not able to attend college because she became pregnant with Bethany when she was young. 

Bethany reported that most of her mentors came from her church and others were her teachers 

who had a significant impact on her. She aspires to be an early childhood teacher “like her 

teacher mentors” (Bethany, Interview #2). 

Donnell was a 21-year-old male college junior. He was an English Education major. He 

reported that he was “an educated Black man of God” (Donnell, Interview #1). Donnell 

presented as a passionate, intelligent and articulate young man who comes from an impoverished 

and violent neighborhood, but he had an opportunity to attend a selective urban charter school. 

He was raised by a single mother and his older brother whom he reported was “really my dad” 

(Donnell, Interview #1). He also reported that his mentors were predominantly older male 

members of his church and his pastor. His future goals include teaching English in an urban 

environment, then becoming a principal and ultimately becoming the superintendent of the urban 

school district in his community so he can “really make some changes” (Donnell, Interview #2). 

Beatrix was an 18-year-old female college freshman who was a Spanish Education major 

with a minor in Latino Studies. She identified as a Puerto Rican who lives with both of her 
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parents. Her mother has a Master’s degree in Business and her father is a Physical Education 

teacher. She reported that she moved around a lot so she attended a lot of different schools. Some 

of her schools were in urban areas and some were in suburban neighborhoods; she reported that 

she did not feel like she fit in at the suburban schools even though the education seemed to be 

better at those schools. She identified a college professor as her present mentor. Her future goal 

was “to not become a statistic” (Beatrix, Interview #1) and to get her degree so she can be a 

teacher and a mentor to other ethnically diverse students. 

Alice was a 23-year-old female senior who was doing her student teaching at a local 

urban middle school at the time the interviews were conducted. She was an English education 

major who was born in Honduras and identified as Honduran and Native American, but also 

identified as White because a White family adopted her when she was 7 months old. Both of her 

adoptive parents are educators. She presented as a very genuine and caring young woman who 

was struggling to resolve her ethnic identity on one hand, but very sure that teaching was the 

right career for her on the other. She considered two male college professors as her mentors. It is 

important to note that during Alice’s interviews, she reflected on her struggles with her identity 

and the fact that she was sexually assaulted more than her actual mentoring experiences; 

therefore, fewer of her actual quotes are used in the results section compared to other 

participants. 

Roberto was a 20-year-old male Spanish Education major with a minor in Latino Studies. 

He presented as an eager and confident leader who was very motivated to do well in college. He 

identified as Dominican and he shared that his single mother brought him and his siblings to the 

United States four and a half years ago so they could reunite with their father. Roberto reported 

that while his mother was very supportive of his education, when he got to the United States his 
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father just wanted him to work in his car mechanics business. Roberto did not know any English 

when he came to the United States as a high school junior, but he learned the language and 

graduated as the salutatorian of his class. He considered a Latina university admissions officer 

and a female college professor as his present mentors. He aspired to be a college professor in the 

future. 

Ting was a 21-year-old senior Math Education major currently student teaching in a local 

suburban high school during the time of the research interviews. She presented as an organized 

and responsible young woman. She identified as Chinese and Vietnamese. She reported that her 

mother attended two years of college for accounting, but “she had to quit because her English 

was not good enough” (Ting, Interview #1). Her father completed high school in Vietnam and 

told her that the family decided to come to the United States to give her and her brother a better 

education and a better future. Ting has been involved in the Teacher of Color Mentoring 

Program as a mentor to an underclassman and as an officer in the organization since she was a 

college sophomore. She identified her high school math teacher as her most significant mentor. 

In the future, she hopes to teach high school Math. 

Stephen was a 22-year-old African American male Music Education major with a 

concentration in violin. At the time of the interviews, he was a senior completing his student 

teaching at a local urban elementary school. He presented as a confident and articulate leader 

who is very insightful. He reported that both of his parents are college educated; his mother has 

her Associates degree from Harcum College and his father earned his Bachelor’s degree in 

History from Lincoln University, but he works as an accountant at Sunoco. Stephen shared that 

his mother always said he was born to be a teacher, while his father has urged him to be an 

accountant. He identified members of his church and a few high school teachers, especially his 
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orchestra teacher who gave him free violin lessons, as his mentors. Stephen has had significant 

involvement in mentoring at the college level as he directed a mentoring program for Music 

Education majors (NSS) at one point and had been both a protégé and a mentor in that program. 

In the future, he hopes to teach music at any level. 

Destiny was a 23-year-old African American female who was teaching first grade in an 

urban charter school during the time of the interviews. She graduated with a 3.5 GPA from 

Teacher University in 2012 with a degree in Early Childhood/ Elementary Education. She shared 

that her mother and her grandparents have been very supportive of her pursuing teaching as a 

career. She identified members of her church and her dance teacher as her mentors when she was 

growing up. In addition, she identified a White male professor and a bi-racial female professor as 

her mentors in college. She was an active leader in the Teachers of Color Mentoring Program 

where she mentored a high school student of color who was interested in becoming a teacher in 

the future. Destiny was an accomplished dancer who in addition to her classroom duties taught 

dance at an urban community center. She was passionate about mentoring and aspired to bring 

more mentoring to her urban school and community. 

Shaniqua was a 20-year-old African American female English Secondary Education 

major when the research interviews began, but she changed her major to Social Work before the 

research ended because she was “having such a hard time passing the tests” (Shaniqua, Interview 

#2). She shared that she grew up in a very impoverished urban neighborhood with a single 

mother; they were often homeless. She presented as a personable and very resilient young 

woman. She identified an African American female university staff member as her college 

mentor. Her future goals included “giving back to the community” and helping children 

overcome obstacles as a social worker (Shaniqua, Interview #2). 
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Jacinta was a 24-year-old female Early Childhood Education major who identified as a 

“Super-Super Senior” (Jacinta, Interview #1) because she had so many set backs and it had taken 

her five and a half years to graduate. She will graduate in December 2014. She identified as a 

Puerto Rican woman who will be the first in her family to graduate from college. Jacinta 

presented as a confident and determined young woman who has strong leadership qualities. She 

reported that she still has contact with both of her parents, but they are separated. While they 

encouraged her to get an education, she felt like they were always pulling her back when there 

was a family crisis and not letting her focus on her studies. She named a bi-racial female college 

professor who has been her mentor since her junior year in high school. She was also very 

involved in the Teachers of Color Mentoring Program, serving many roles as an officer and a 

mentor to middle school and high school ethnically diverse students. Her future goals included 

finishing her degree and teaching in an urban elementary school. 

In an effort to look for patterns, I cross-referenced certain factors with participants’ 

ethnicity in Table 4.1. Family background and socio-economic status are often linked to student 

academic achievement so I was curious to see if any patterns existed with these participants. 

Table 4.1  

Cross-reference of Factors x Ethnicity 

Ethnicity Educated 
Parents 

Intact 
Family 

PreK-12 
Mentoring 

College 
Mentoring 

Low SES Average 
SES 

African 
American 

3 2 5 4 3 2 

Latino 2 3 1 4 3 1 
Asian 1 1 1 1  1 
Totals 6 6 7 9 6 4 
Note. Educated Parents = at least one parent has attended an institution of higher learning. Intact 
family = both parents live together. SES = participants’ perceived socio-economic status. 
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While 60% of the participants had parents who were educated, three of those participants had 

parents who had earned a Master’s degree. It is possible that students who have educated parents 

may be more successful in college partly because they have more “college knowledge” from 

their parents that helped them to navigate the school system. Seventy percent of the participants 

reported having a mentor sometime during their PreK-12 school years and 90% of participants 

were involved in a mentoring relationship during college. While Bethany was not matched with a 

mentor in college, she shared that her previous teacher mentors gave her a good foundation to do 

well in college.  

In this sample, 60% of the participants reported that their families were in the low socio-

economic status compared to 40% who considered themselves “middle class.” Three of the six in 

the low SES category also had GPAs below a 3.0. A 3.0 GPA is important because that is 

typically the cut-off for students to be admitted into an education program. While those low SES 

participants with GPAs below a 3.0 were considered “successful” as college students, they run 

the risk of not being successful as education majors. According to this sample, it would appear 

that a student of color who comes from an intact family with at least one parent who has attended 

post-secondary school and has had a mentor was most “successful” as an education major. Since 

three of the six with lower GPAs were also in the low SES group, SES may also be an important 

factor to consider. Colleges and universities would be wise to provide students from low SES 

backgrounds who do not have a parent who attended college with a college mentor to help them 

navigate the college culture. 
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General Findings 

 Phase I: Interviews. In all but one case, the three interviews were spaced out over six to 

eight weeks so that participants had the opportunity to process the questions and experiences. At 

Donnell’s request, his second and third interviews were conducted on the same day. In three 

cases, participants reported that they had personal revelations about their own experiences 

throughout the interview process. Two of these students, Donnell and Stephen, two African 

American males, began to question their own thinking about racism and bias toward teachers of 

color.  

Destiny, Shaniqua, and Bethany, three African American females, realized how much of 

an impact their teachers have had on their decision to become a teacher after participating in the 

research process. For example, Bethany carefully explained the impact her Pre-Kindergarten 

teacher, Mrs. S, her 4th grade teacher, Mrs. H, and her high school fashion teacher, Ms. J, all had 

on her development as a student. Later in the third interview, Bethany voiced the realization that 

because she had such supportive teachers, she was now encouraged by that to consider teaching 

as a future career. Shaniqua also reported: 

I didn’t realize it at first, but like my eighth grade teacher and my 
sixth grade teacher … I went back to interview her, and it’s like 
these people … these outside forces that were not connected to my 
family in any form or shape, influenced me to go the opposite way.  
These are the people that my siblings didn’t have.  That’s why … 
that’s probably why they chose to go that path that they went to.  
(Shaniqua, Interview #3) 

 

Participants identified family support as a major contributing factor to college success. 

Alice, Ting, Stephen, Destiny, Jacinta, Beatrix and Bethany all shared specific accounts of 

family support. For example, Jacinta noted how her parents’ perspectives about the value of 

education helped her to be a successful student: 
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One thing I learned when I was growing up is my parents were 
always so big on education. We weren't allowed to do a lot of 
things without our homework being done or without having good 
grades in school. But as I got older, I realized that everyone wasn't 
like that. All parents weren't like that. I felt like having supportive 
parents at home made me more successful in school because I 
knew that in order for me to do or get the things that I wanted to 
get or do, I had to do well in school. (Jacinta, Interview #1) 
 

Alice and Beatrix gave a lot of credit to family members who were teachers for inspiring them to 

be a teacher. They shared: 

Growing up as long as I could remember, my parents were both 
special education teachers. My dad teaches emotional support and 
my mother does K-12 autistic. Growing up I just really enjoyed 
seeing them do their papers, stuff like that, and they started 
bringing home supplies for me actually stuff they had at school, 
and I would play teacher every day after school. My dad would be 
the student; it would be funny. That inspired me to be a teacher. 
(Alice, Interview #1) 
 
My dad's a teacher for special kids. My grandmother was a health 
teacher. My uncle is a teacher. My dad has seven brothers and 
sisters with him, that’s seven, and all of them, except for maybe 
one or two, finished college. My family, most of them are 
educated. (Beatrix, Interview #1) 
 

Shaniqua, Roberto, Jacinta and Donnell also reported significant family struggles or 

negative experiences that could have derailed them from their career goals: 

It was hard for me to keep doing great in school due to the fact that 
at home I also had family issues with my dad, specifically. I had to 
help him at work with his mechanic job. The way he treated me 
and my siblings wasn’t fair and until this day it still hurts in a way. 
Yet, the problems I faced at home never discouraged me from 
following my dreams, instead, it pushed me even more to keep 
fighting and be able to move forward once my goals were 
achieved. (Roberto, Response #2) 
 
They [her family members] tell you that they want you to succeed, 
but when you succeed, it’s like, “You’re better than us. You can’t 
sit with us. You talk white. I don’t like you.”  I was like, “What?” 
(Shaniqua, Interview #3) 
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The primary purpose of the first interview was to establish rapport with the participants 

and to gather background data about their family perceptions, prior school experience, and what 

they perceived as having an impact on their decision to become a teacher.  While six of the 

participants reported doing well overall and having a positive experience in school, six shared 

stories of significant struggles they faced in school. Roberto and Beatrix shared their struggles as 

English Language Learners, but they were still able to succeed in school.  

Shaniqua identified living in poverty and relocating as barriers that affected her 

achievement in school and her sense of belonging. She shared her experience of attending eight 

different schools because she and her mother moved around a lot. They stayed in Section 8 

housing for a while, but then lost that as well. Shaniqua reported: 

I would say it affected my education a lot because I was never able 
to stay in one place.  It kind of affected my social aspect with 
people ‘cause after a while I didn’t want to meet new people.  I 
didn’t want to be attached because I felt like I was going to get up 
and move and what was the point of you making friends in any 
school I went to.  I started to keep to myself.  I wasn’t as outgoing 
as I used to be or how I would have wished to be; like in school, 
involved in more activities and more organizations.  As far as 
academically-wise [sic], moving plus my lack of motivation and 
just my lack of being tired of stuff that was going on in my life 
caused me to not to strive as hard as I used to. (Shaniqua, 
Interview #1) 
 

While all participants could identify “great teachers” that they had, each also reported on some 

ineffective teachers they experienced or school policies that were not effective. Donnell shared 

one insight into the differences between his charter school and the public school, for example: 

Whereas, in public school, they'd be so happy if you did your 
homework and you came to school today. “Oh Congratulations!” It 
was expected for us [at his selective urban charter school] to be 
there, to be prepared.  Expectations- when they're met, they 
shouldn't be congratulated. That's the problem with a lot of us. We 
[sic] always looking to be congratulated and to be-What's the word? 
Puffed up, I guess, just for doing the right thing when you're 
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expected to do the right thing. That's not going above and beyond. 
That's just standard. (Donnell, Interview #1) 
 

While she did not identify this teacher as a mentor, Shaniqua reported on a positive 

impact a teacher had on her. She shared: 

I don’t remember the administration from that school, but I 
remember Ms. C was my second or third grade teacher.  She was 
freakin’ wonderful.  She treated all her students like fair.  I really 
didn’t like reading out loud so what she would do was after school 
we would read together and then the next day she would read that 
story so I already knew it.  She would call on me to read out loud 
so it’s not like I didn’t know it.  She was the best teacher ever. 
(Shaniqua, Interview #1) 
 

The purpose of the second interview was to explore the participants’ experiences with 

mentoring and with exposure to teaching opportunities. Each of the 10 participants named at 

least one of their teachers, past or present, as a “mentor”.  However, it is important to note that 

their individual definitions of “mentor” were varied. Some participants described informal 

mentoring in that teachers showed an interest in them and helped them navigate school while 

others reported on teachers as role models and teachers as mentors outside of school. Another 

significant factor to be considered is that all but one of the African American participants 

identified members of their church family as mentors. Shaniqua, who was often homeless and 

moved around a lot, did not identify with a church family; therefore, she was the only one not to 

report on a mentor in her church. 

The third interview centered around reflection and the assessment of the proposed 

conceptual framework. In an effort to confirm the data, I asked the two major research questions 

regarding mentoring to each participant again. In most cases, participants corroborated their 

initial comments in previous interviews, but in some cases they appeared to make new 
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realizations about themselves. For example, when Bethany was again asked if having a mentor 

has impacted her decision to be a teacher, she shared: 

I think it has because the people that mentored me are teachers. 
That stuck with me without me really knowing it, I guess, 
especially Ms. H. She was a good teacher, so that would be great. 
They definitely affected my decision because they nurtured me and 
let me be just who I was, so they helped me realize that being a 
teacher is something that you should do, go with something that 
you know and you feel comfortable with and you can continue 
doing for the rest of your life. Yeah, they definitely helped me. 
(Bethany, Interview #3) 

  
 Phase II: Written Responses. Each participant responded to two writing prompts 

during the research process. Participants responded to the following prompt after the second 

interview: “Please describe a time you had to overcome a barrier to your success and how you 

handled that challenge.” I emailed the prompts to each participant. In this way, participants had 

a chance to reflect before they responded and were not under a time constraint to complete the 

task. 

 The responses here ranged from fear of being the only person of color to getting into 

trouble with the law. Destiny shared: 

I can recall my first day of student teaching, as I drove to my 
assigned school, I found myself shaking and crying.  My biggest 
fear or anxiety was being the only African American at the school. 
(Destiny, Prompt #2) 

 
Three of the 10 participants had experienced trouble not being able to pass certification tests and 

this supports Madkins (2011) findings. Jacinta shared: 

As an education major I have to take state certification exams in 
order to move forward in the program. I have taken the first round 
of test about 3-4 times and did not pass all of the sections. Not only 
did I not score high enough to take the second round of tests but 
also I had to pay for each test each time. It becomes a financial 
burden especially when I make enough money to get by. I had to 
take semesters off from school and work full time. This made me 
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feel unaccomplished because there was a standstill in my dreams 
and also like a failure. (Jacinta, Prompt #2) 

 
Jacinta also shared another very challenging barrier that she had to overcome: 

Another barrier that I had was when I got in trouble with the law. It 
was the worse mistake I committed as an adult. Not only did I 
jeopardize my freedom but also my future. I remember sitting at 
home wondering how I could make a foolish mistake. I fell into a 
deep depression not knowing where my life would go based on the 
decisions I made to lead me to that point. (Jacinta, Prompt #2) 

 
Since teachers and teacher candidates are held to a higher standard, pre-service teachers at 

Teacher University need to obtain clearances before they can go into the schools to complete 

their field observations. The fact that Jacinta was charged with an offense really halted her 

progression through the teacher preparation program. She had to work through probation and 

parole and finally she was able to get the charge expunged. Once her file was closed, she had to 

reapply for clearances and then make an appeal to the Dean of the School of Education to allow 

her to proceed in the program. That major barrier coupled with her struggles with passing the 

certification tests stalled her progress and almost derailed her from her dream of becoming a 

teacher. However, with the support of her mentor, a faculty member at the university, and her 

own determination, she persisted and was determined to graduate Fall 2014. 

 

Phase III: Collaborative Analysis of Conceptual Model. During the third interview, 

participants were asked to review the proposed conceptual model and assess if any of it 

resonated with their experiences. I asked probing questions to see if they would add anything 

to the model, if they would delete anything from the model that did not pertain to their 

experiences, and how much, if any, overlap between the three factors- family perspectives, 

prior school experiences and mentoring- was evident in their lives. They were also asked to 
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assess the size of the three balls in relation to how much each factor contributed to their career 

aspirations and/or college success. 

One common suggestion, articulated by five participants, was that friends have been a 

strong support system for them personally and academically. Another common suggestion 

offered by four African American participants was the importance of their church family to 

their college success and success in life in general. Based on these participants’ stories, this 

finding suggests that the model should include “other support systems” as a factor (see Figure 

A2). Friends, church family, and campus resources could be labeled as another factor. While 

my initial thought was that friends could be a part of the family perspectives factor, based on 

these participants anyway, I now believe that it should be separate. In most cases, participants 

shared how supportive their friends were. For example, Ting said: 

My roommates do that too, because we're all education majors. 
That's definitely a good support system. So I kind of view my 
boyfriend as a mentor, because he's just someone that's been 
pushing me along and helping me when I need guidance. (Ting, 
Interview #3) 

 
However, in another instance Donnell pointed out how his neighborhood friends, who went 

down the wrong path and did not even make it to 9th grade, really inspired him to do better 

because he did not want to be like them. He shared: 

I just want better for people. Every time I go to church every 
Sunday, and I have to ride through my neighborhood, and it's just 
so sad to know that some people just never make it out. Because 
they think that the only way you can make it out is if you rap or 
juggle a ball, and it's just like everyone is so poor, and is so broken 
and so- It's the walking dead. Some of the people are walking 
around who are just dead. I just can't. Not that I can't go back, I 
won't [emphasis added] go back. But I just want so much more for 
my people because there's such greatness. I'm not the only smart 
guy who came out of Hometown. There's someone who is just as 
smart as me who never got the opportunity to go to college, and 
that's just unfortunate, because that could be the next Steve Jobs, or 
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the next Bill Gates, or the next Barack Obama, who never had the 
chance to pursue their [sic] education. That's my biggest 
motivation. (Donnell, Interview #3) 

 

Results Relative to Research Questions 

 The following research questions were explored in this dissertation: 

• In what ways does having a mentor impact a student’s decision to consider teaching as a 

career? 

• How do ethnically diverse education majors perceive having a mentor as contributing to 

their college success? 

• What are the specific support systems that help ethnically diverse students succeed in 

college? 

• What are the barriers that exist that inhibit ethnically diverse students from pursuing a 

teaching career and how do they overcome those barriers? 

• In what ways do school experiences affect student perceptions of teaching as a career? 
 

• How does having a mentor impact a student’s decision to consider teaching as a career? 
 

• How do ethnically diverse students’ perceptions of teachers and careers in education 

affect their career aspirations?  

These research questions have been aligned with the premises of the conceptual model and the 

interview questions (see Alignment Table 3.2). In the following section, each of the research 

questions is addressed in subsections to ensure that all aspects of the questions were explored. 

A separate category called Support Systems was inspired by participants who identified church 

family, friends and significant others as important support systems. In addition to the research 

questions, I asked each participant during the last interview, “What thoughts and feelings do 

you have about participating in this research project?” The results from this question merited a 
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separate subsection as well entitled Process Observations. I also articulated themes that 

emerged from the data analysis within each subsection. 

 Mentoring Impact on Career Decision. Seven participants shared that a teacher 

“mentor” had inspired them to consider teaching as an option. In some cases family members 

have encouraged participants to pursue careers in education. While Bethany, Alice, Jacinta and 

Destiny shared that they have always wanted to be a teacher so they did not need 

encouragement from anyone to pursue the career, they acknowledged that they did receive a lot 

of positive feedback from friends, family members, church members, and mentors about their 

decision. Ting reported that it was not until she was a junior in high school that she realized she 

wanted to be a mathematics teacher. She gave credit to Mr. G, her high school math teacher 

and mentor, for inspiring her to teach because she was able to work with him as a teacher 

assistant. She stated: 

As far as school goes, like I mentioned Mr. G before, I consider him a 
mentor. I always asked him questions and he would help me just like he 
was a tutor and a mentor. That’s how I considered him because he 
helped me with my Math work, but he also showed me other ways to 
work with things. I definitely consider him a mentor. (Ting, Interview 
#2) 

 
Other participants described specific teachers whom they aspired to emulate and who supported 

them throughout the process. When asked if their mentors contributed to their career decision-

making process, they shared: 

My orchestra director in high school- big time a mentor. When I 
decided, I came to her and I said, "Okay, I'm going to make this career 
change, I think." She was so supportive. She said, "All right. You're 
going to need to take some lessons. I'm going to give it to you for free. 
You can come to my house. I'll teach you. I'll give you what you need." 
That’s encouragement, which is what mentors do, saying I know you 
could do this. (Stephen, Interview #1) 
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Yes, yes because I would describe my 8th grade communications teacher 
who was really a driving force to me being a teacher and a mentor. I 
would describe my … and I had an orchestra director in high school as 
being mentors and they are the ones that put me into going to school for 
music. That, them being a mentor, probably through ways that they 
didn’t even realize, but like I said, my orchestra director helping me 
when I made the decision and really even before that and [she] 
supported me throughout everything that I was doing… gave me private 
lessons at no cost to me back then. (Stephen, Interview #3) 

 
It was 8th grade. I had my first Black male teacher. This guy, in 
particular, changed everything for me. He was also from “Hometown” 
and the way that he can relate and the way that he can break things down 
so that we understood. You can't compare to him. I want to be him. I 
want to be the Mr. J for someone else. (Donnell, Interview #1) 

 
I had Mr. M who actually is the reason why I really focused on the 
administrative side [meaning why he has decided school administrator is 
his career goal] because he started out as my counselor at school and 
then became the Assistant Principal…to see a Black man in high 
position like that was different. I'm like, "Whoa! (Donnell, Interview #1) 

 
Like Ms. H… she contributed to me wanting to be an English teacher 
because she had so much faith in us.  Like we can do it but at the same 
time she let us know that no one is going to do this for you. You’re 
going to go through stuff and it’s going to be hard, but if you want it, 
you have to keep on going and that’s just it.  When we would read these 
books, like the Great Expectations, she would tie it into stuff that we can 
see through our own lives.  Because, of course, I’m not like the main 
character in the Great Expectations- it’s not my evil sister and her idiot 
husband, but she would tie it into the struggles he went through and 
certain struggles that we go through and how we can overcome them.  I 
tell her all the time because she comes to our house, and she’s definitely 
why I want to be a teacher. (Shaniqua, Interview #1) 
 
I had a lot of career shifts, but that stopped when I was in 8th grade and I 
had a really, really great Communications teacher, an 8th grade English 
teacher. The way she taught the content was great…just the logical 
progression of the class, but also just her knowledge about everything. 
That's when I knew, "All right. I'm going to be her. I'm going to be an 
8th grade Communication teacher; teach middle schoolers [sic] how to 
write." All through high school, I had that in my mind, knowing that 
that's what I was going to do. (Stephen, Interview #1) 
 
Yes, I’m not crazy thinking that … or, “Maybe I could do this but I 
might not fit in,” and that kind of went off the window when I saw that 
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and the fact that this guy [his first African American male teacher] did 
not … he didn’t try to act like anything different than who he was. 
(Stephen, Interview #3) 

 
When I like go to them [his college mentors] and tell them I'm going 
through this; I'm not motivated; I feel like quitting, or not continuing 
doing my best, that's when they come to me and say, "I went through 
this. I know what you feel right now because I went through this and 
even though you feel like that, you just have to keep going and doing 
your best." It kind of benefits me because I can see their part because 
they were a student before and then now they are in this position that I 
admire them and that's why I decided to be their mentee and I decided 
on them. That's why I wanted them to be my mentor because I feel like 
they are a big influence in my career. (Roberto, Interview #2) 

 
It is important to note that while participants named former and present teachers as their mentors 

not all of the mentoring relationships were intentional or formal. For example, classroom 

teachers were not assigned to mentor the student in any formalized program, but the participants 

viewed these teachers as “mentors.” While this may be commonly understood, this finding 

suggests that teachers have an impact on students’ career decision-making even if they are not 

keenly aware of it. Therefore, if more teachers and administrators become advocates for careers 

in education, there may be an increase in the numbers of ethnically diverse students interested in 

pursuing those careers. 

 
 Mentoring Impact on College Success. Participants who were actively involved in a 

mentoring program indicated that they were often challenged to step outside of their comfort 

zone where they gained leadership experience. Three formal mentoring programs were 

represented in this cohort of participants: Pre-Scholar Institute (PSI), Teachers of Color 

Mentoring Program (TOC), and the New Student Seminar (NSS) in the Music department. In 

some cases participants have been mentored and have mentored others so the following section 

addresses their perceptions of how mentoring overall has impacted their college success. Five 
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African American, one Latino and one Asian participant noted that they were mentored prior to 

coming to college while four African Americans, all four Latinos and one Asian reported either 

being a mentor or having a mentor in college. 

 Overcoming barriers and making good decisions have helped give these participants 

the opportunity to attend college. In some cases, participants noted that they needed to be 

different from the rest of their peers so that they did not “become a statistic” (Beatrix, 

Interview #1). One theme that emerged was that those participants who came from a culture 

that posed many distractions, like drugs and gangs, really made a conscious decision to be 

different. This finding related to Identity-Based Motivation (Oyserman & Destin, 2010) 

regarding congruent and incongruent identities and Attribution Theory (Weiner, 2010) in that 

participants needed to negotiate the interplay of the self and others’ perceptions about who they 

were. Attribution Theory encourages individuals to challenge their causal beliefs and to 

understand that causes can change; therefore, future outcomes may change as well. Participants 

in this study reported: 

I've seen so much. I never wanted that for myself because mostly 
the people at Hometown [pseudonym] have been stuck in 
Hometown, have not gotten out of Hometown and this [education] 
was really a way out. I just refuse to die in Hometown…. Every 
single one of my friends, they were drug dealers in elementary. 
Actually it was seven of us and I'm the only one who made it past 
their 9th grade year and it was seven of us. Ever since we were 
little kids, we all grew up together. We were the closest friends 
ever. I was absolutely the only one to make it to high school. I'm 
the only one who made it to college. I'm the only one who didn't 
sell drugs. I'm the only who wasn't locked up. They have been a 
motivational force. Even though they had negative outcomes, it 
became positive for me….I had to live this life as a student then I 
had to live this life as somebody hard, somebody on the streets just 
to be cool and to fit in. Oftentimes, I found myself in conflict, not 
with other people, but man versus self and the fact that I was 
struggling to be this person and then I’d forget to turn it off when I 
get around this certain group of people and it was really hard so I 
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definitely had to find the equal balance between the two. (Donnell, 
Interview #1) 
 
It really is hard when you come from an environment where you 
don’t see people doing it.  When you [emphasis added] do … when 
you are succeeding, they’re looking at you like, “She thinks she’s 
better than us.”  It’s like, “Oh my gosh, how do I fit in with the 
traditional American society, and how do I fit in with my society 
and my culture?”  It’s a hard balancing act sometimes.  Sometimes 
you just feel so alone. (Shaniqua, Interview #3) 
 
I think it is because I've had a lot of naysayers, especially in the 
community that I'm from. There's too many stereotypes and 
statistics that I could have easily fallen into. If I didn't have those 
teachers or those positive role models guiding me, like, "You're 
better than this," or helping me keep on track, I probably would 
have fallen into one of those statistics or would have been one of 
those people that I could have easily been a statistic. (Jacinta, 
Interview #1) 
 
Yeah, because if I don’t [prove to others that I’m different] I’m 
going to become a statistic and I don’t want to be a statistic…. The 
fact that I am different makes me appreciate my education more. 
(Beatrix, Interview #1) 

 
It is important to note that Beatrix attended a Latino Leadership Institute sponsored by one of her 

mentors over the summer prior to starting her freshmen year at college. She heard a presenter at 

the conference who really impacted her. She recalled: 

She would talk about statistics and stuff like that to encourage 
people to get in the Spanish business. Most important, she kept 
saying, “Even if you don’t teach, even if you don’t do anything 
with Spanish, make sure you become someone in life so we can 
show everybody that Hispanics are capable of succeeding in 
America.” No, we're not all here, sitting, watching TV, depending 
on welfare. She impacted me. (Beatrix, Interview #1) 

 
Some participants reported how challenging it was to assimilate into the college culture. Stephen 

limited his social life in high school so he could stay focused on his activities and studies. He 

found it difficult to trust people at college and at first decided not to get involved in anything. 
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However, after a while he found that he could surround himself with friends at college who 

would support his education and still have fun: 

Once I kind of got in that mindset, I sort of was more friendly 
toward people and instantly had more friends to the point where I 
have a lot of friends as opposed to high school when I had very 
limited at like four or five. I have my good friends that I consider 
my good friends, but now it's a whole world of just everyone 
knows who I am. That's a great feeling. That's a great feeling. I 
learn that you don't really have to be a stick in the mud to be 
successful. (Stephen, Interview #2) 
 

In some cases participants’ parents served as advocates to get their child out of certain school 

environments, looking for a better educational opportunity so that they could be college ready 

(i.e. Destiny, Beatrix, and Donnell): 

They're [students in the charter school] used to seeing people sell 
drugs, do drugs, skip school. It's not their fault. That's what they 
see. My mom was immediately, no, you're not. I was there two 
months. She pulled me out to home school, cyber school. (Beatrix, 
Interview #1) 
 
My mother put me in school when I was two, so I've been in 
school since I was two years old. She always tried to put me in 
either Christian schools or private schools or charter school. My 
first time being in a [city] public school was high school. I went to 
about four different elementary [schools] from kindergarten to 
eighth grade I went to private, four different charter private schools 
and Christian schools. They were always like small size, small 
school, small classroom. (Destiny, Interview #1) 

 
I knew I wasn't going to J H [local urban school] because all of the 
talk. They're always fighting up there just one big fashion show. I 
knew I was really trying to go to college. And then Vo-tech, I 
knew I'm not a handyman so that was just out of the question. 
[laughs] I’ve said I've been using my mind all of my life so I might 
as well do it now. Challenge myself. Also, my brother went there 
[a science technology charter school], who was really like my dad. 
We were two and a half years apart but he taught me everything I 
know so I followed his footsteps. (Donnell, Interview #1) 
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 It appears as though participants who had been involved in intentional mentoring 

credit that mentoring, both as a protégé and a mentor, with some of their college success. When 

asked if being a mentor increased their desire to do well as a college student, participants 

responded: 

I think it makes me want to do well as a person just because … I 
mean there’s always that feeling of helping someone and 
encouraging them and brightening up their day and supporting 
them. That just makes me feel better. I found myself because I 
really like helping people because I think I’m a sympathetic 
person, or empathetic, whichever. I just really think that helping 
someone makes me feel better which in turn makes me do better as 
far as schoolwork because I’m just more happy [sic] and more 
open and stuff. It’s like a chain of events in my feelings. (Ting, 
Interview #2) 
 

 
When asked about his serving as a Pre-Scholar peer mentor, Roberto recounted how one of his 

mentees just told him that she earned a 4.0 grade point average last semester and he was very 

proud of her. He acknowledged: 

Seeing that happen… it motivates me to do better and also share 
my story and also sort of obtain this leadership position where I 
can also motivate other students and be an inspiration for them. 
(Roberto, Interview #2) 

 
 Stephen, who was involved in the New Student Seminar, a mentoring program in the 

Music department that he actually coordinated for a time, acknowledged: 

I’ve kind of built confidence in myself knowing that I can help 
others and serving just as a guide to people, sort of has also helped 
me be a guide to myself, be a mentor to my own self and what I’m 
doing. Make sure that I do the right thing so that I can be 
successful here, which I think for the most part I have done. 
(Stephen, Interview #3) 
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 When asked about her involvement in the Teachers of Color Mentoring Program, Ting 

shared the following regarding her presenting at conferences as a member of the TOC 

organization: 

It definitely pushed me out of my comfort zone because I typically 
don’t like talking in front of large groups of people especially 
people who are much more experienced than I am. (Ting, 
Interview #2) 

  
 Being a part of a mentoring relationship also presents some challenges. Three 

participants cited lack of time, pressure to do well, and mismatch in the mentoring relationship as 

the major challenges of being a mentor: 

It’s a lot of responsibility. I know with my schedule now, I’m kind 
of not focusing as much on mentoring as I used to because student 
teaching is just taking up a lot of my time so back to the balancing 
thing. It’s a bit hard to balance right now. (Ting, Interview #2) 

 
At times it became burdensome, because even now I feel like I'm 
so young. I just want to have fun. I want to do what I have to do. 
But I have to realize that I have a responsibility. I can't just act like 
everyone acts, and I can't do what everyone does. I have to be 
different. I have to be set apart. (Donnell, Interview #2) 
 

 It appears as though often the participants who were protégés felt both accountable to 

and supported by their mentors: 

I work so hard because I don't want to tell them [his mentors] that 
I'm doing poorly. I really respect mentors. Mentorship - that's 
probably one of the greatest things that a school or anything at all 
can offer because you really become family. I don't want to say so 
much of a father-son relationship, but like an uncle-nephew. 
Because that relationship is kind of different, where it's not your 
father but you still respect him like a father. So I think that 
accountability thing is crucial. (Donnell, Interview #2) 
 
I mean, she kind of just like pushed me. She made me realize from 
the education system, that you need to stop playing the victim and 
do better … “you know, to want better for yourself.” (Bethany, 
Interview #1) 
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Because I am not a fan of disappointment, and that's what I feel 
like I would be if I wouldn’t do well. Not all people, but some take 
a lot of time to really invest in a student if they're receptive. If the 
student goes to them, they seem motivated, excited, be like, yeah, 
this person wants to go somewhere, wants to do something. For 
them to take that time, for Dr. S to have those conversations with 
me and for my aunt to talk to me about different things, it is 
essential for me to do well. (Alice, Interview #2) 
 
All of my mentors were basically my life teachers. I don't know if 
we learned subjects from them, but I learned how to be a man. I 
love mentoring. It made me who I am because of my mentors. I 
would like to think of myself as pieces of each and every one of 
my mentors just shoved in one body, because I embody their good 
qualities. (Donnell, Interview #3) 

 
 Support Systems. The participants in this study inspired the following subsection. 

They provided examples of how their church family, their friends, and their significant others 

were also important support systems for them as college students and future teachers:  

My friends- because we’re always doing work together. We have 
like a little homework get-together party things where we just 
study. Since we’re all teachers, we would ask each other. We 
would bounce ideas off of each other and help each other that way. 
We’re probably on top of our game I guess. Yeah, they’re 
definitely supportive, parents especially. Also my boyfriend, he is 
very encouraging. He’s just always like, “You have a great day, 
teacher,” or something like that. He’s like I don’t know, just corny 
little lines to encourage me to be a teacher. They [her family and 
friends] have reassured me that my worries are for nothing and 
have believed in me more than I have believed in myself. So 
without the loving support from my family, boyfriend, and friends 
I would not be where I am now. (Ting, Prompt #2) 
 
I have a best friend and we talked to each other a lot and we give 
advice to each other so in a way, my best friend is my support. 
(Roberto, Interview #2) 

 
Well, I mean … and I don’t know if this is sort of like a smaller 
ball here [referring to conceptual model], but we we’re talking 
about support systems and so I think maybe other support systems 
besides just family. That’s what we were talking about like jobs, 
friends, clubs at school, I don’t know but definitely the circles that 
you are in that are going to support you and help you whether 
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physically or mentally and whether they know it or not. Like I’m 
sure the people at my job didn’t realize that they’ve been helping 
me get through school for the past four years.  (Stephen, Interview 
#3) 

 
While “friends” may not fit the formal definition of mentoring as it is defined in this research, 

their support was a significant influence and should be acknowledged in the conceptual model. 

 Some participants noted that because their parents did not attended college, they were 

unaware of certain processes to get to college and to navigate the system. Jacinta reported: 

I didn't even know what a SAT was my freshman year in high 
school, and by my junior year, I've probably taken the test three 
times. It was nice to know that I do have a support system, whether 
it's in my community or at school or within my family. (Jacinta, 
Interview #1) 
 

Jacinta also shared an important insight about herself: 
 
I believe in myself. I believe in the things that I'm capable of 
doing, but I didn't see my full potential without other people 
encouraging me. I think that, as people, we can believe that we're 
great people and that we can have high self-esteem and so much 
confidence, but sometime along the way, you need someone to say, 
"Pat on the back. Good job." That makes the biggest difference for 
some people. (Jacinta, Interview #1) 

 
 Another theme that emerged, especially for the African American participants, was 

the impact that religion and their church family has had on their development and success: 

Not only so much that and God working like that, but also my 
family is very religious so that kind of ties in and then my church 
family who is always giving me money. Student Aid Committee at 
church gives me like $300 every … financially, tying in there, 
financially, religion is supporting me, the fact that I can go to 
church and be around caring people like that…. My religion has 
been a support system. That’s probably more toward the top of the 
list after my parents but also what they do for me ties back into 
religion because if it wasn’t [sic] for all of us believing in what we 
believe in, we’d be some sad people right now. (Stephen, Interview 
#3) 
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I actually have another mentor, Ariel [pseudonym]. She is a friend 
in the church, and she would take me to summer camp in the 
summer when I was, I want to say 14 or 15, … She was a good 
example and she would always try to talk to us girls and be like, 
"You know, don't let no man define you. Education is everything."  
She is actually a teacher as well. She was like, "Think more of 
yourself. Think highly of yourself. Put yourself first. You are a 
woman and you should act like one. Nobody wants anybody who 
doesn't know who they are and just out there doing whatever." She 
was like, "Carry yourself a certain way."  (Bethany, Interview #2) 

 
Being in my church, they had this mentoring program in a sense 
where every month they would have conferences. You had to go 
and you learned about sex, relationships and religion, all the key 
core women things that we should know, puberty, the whole nine. 
They had conferences you would go and you would talk about it 
and they would ask you questions and everything like that. In a 
sense, I felt a sense of belonging because I wasn’t alone. I could 
say something in the conference that some people would be afraid 
to say but everybody was feeling it. I didn't feel as bad if I said it. I 
guess it gave me that sense of knowing that you are not alone in a 
sense. (Bethany, Interview #3) 
 
 I think I always, in my mind, was like, "Oh, I want to be a 
teacher." My church, anywhere I was, I was always with the kids. I 
was always helping out the kids. Everybody in my church knows 
this since I was little I always had three or four or five little smaller 
kids following behind me. They always knew. They were like, 
"She will end up teaching. Someday she's going to be teaching." 
(Destiny, Interview #1) 
 
And my church, they're behind me 100%. They support me. 
(Donnell, Interview #1) 
 
As time went on money began to deplete to the point where I was 
over drafting my bank account every single Sunday just to make it 
to church because I just believed God was going to work it out for 
me.  I knew that if I remained faithful to God, God would remain 
faithful to me. (Donnell, Prompt #2) 
 

The support systems identified by the participants appeared to have an overall positive effect on 

the students’ college success. Since there may be some cross over with mentors and church 

family, for example, it is difficult to assess how much effect each support system versus each 
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mentor had on the individual’s success. Future research could explore this phenomenon more 

thoroughly. 

 

 Barriers to Pursuing Careers in Education. Participants shared a plethora of 

examples of barriers to their success regarding their career goals. Some of their responses 

supported previous research findings from Madkins (2011), Gillis (1990) and Gordon (1994). 

For example, Bethany, Shaniqua, Jacinta, and Beatrix all discussed their inability to pass 

teacher certification and math placement exams. When asked about the barriers that exist for 

ethnically diverse students, Jacinta stated: 

I don't really like it. I can see why it is that way just because of the 
funding issue… commitment they need to being an Education 
major with the certification exams, with the clearances that you 
have to get on a consistent basis. That's not even including books 
for school and money for classes and for food or whatever. I can 
see why that could be a bit of a barrier depending on where you 
come from. I also know that the testing is a major part of why a lot 
of people of color are not in the education program. They tried to 
pass the test and it just gets overwhelming too. It discourages and 
you just give up because the exams are hard, they are standardized 
test and they are not really made for people of color. I think that's 
probably one of the biggest reasons [that there are so few teachers 
of color]. (Jacinta, Interview #2)  
 

 Beatrix, Donnell, Stephen, and Shaniqua articulated concerns about institutional racism 

or feeling very different from others at college that affected their sense of belonging on campus: 

I do [sic]. Until maybe two nights ago, then something happened. I 
was actually leaving my African American literature class, and I 
was walking to the library. And it was a car full of white guys, they 
rode past me and they yelled out the window. They said, "Porch 
monkey." And I'm like, "Oh. OK." I'm like, "OK, let me just go to 
the library. I'll ignore it." And then I was coming out the library 
and another one rode past and they said the N-word. He looked me 
dead in my face and he called me the N-word to my face, and that 
was the first time that had ever happened to me. So for the last 
couple days, it's really been weighing on me. Because I had to 
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really convince myself, you know, keep it together. Maintain your 
composure. But I'm just like, "Seriously? What year are we in?" 
But before that, I always felt like I belonged. (Donnell, Interview 
#2) 
 
It’s really hard, when there’s [sic] just so many closed-minded 
people around you who basically learned these codes of this 
culture since they were younger, because it’s their culture.  It’s 
their supreme culture.  They don’t have to learn other cultures.   If 
they were going to do something, it’s like I’m foreign to this 
culture, and it’s just so stressful at times. (Shaniqua, Interview #3) 
 
I tell people this a lot. I felt like an outsider. I was the only Black 
student in my class, for the most part; almost all of my teaching 
classes, education classes. It was just cool to have people [two of 
her education professors that she considers her mentors] that were 
like, "I want to hear about your story. I want to hear about where 
you come from. I want to hear about what it's like, where you grew 
up, and where you want to teach." It did give me a sense of 
belonging, because it was like, "This is what I have to say; my 
experiences are valid, and it is going to be helpful." (Destiny, 
Interview #3) 

 
Participants shared other fears and concerns about how others have reacted to them or how they 

may react to them in the future as a professional: 

That's one thing that I'm fearful of when it comes to the 
administrative side. I know that's my dream and my passion, but 
how do I not become that puppet where I may be this Black face, 
but there's a whole government behind me who's really 
orchestrating stuff. (Donnell, Interview #1) 

 
I think when I first started school [college] I was a little 
intimidated just because the majority of the students in my class 
don't look like me. I'm probably a needle in a haystack in all of my 
courses, that was an adjustment, but I think at the same time no 
one else looked at me like the different one. (Jacinta, Interview #2) 
 
It really is hard when you come from an environment where you 
don’t see people doing it.  When you do … when you are 
succeeding, they’re looking at you like, “She thinks she’s better 
than us.”  It’s like, “Oh my gosh, how do I fit in with the 
traditional American society, and how do I fit in with my society 
and my culture?”  It’s a hard balancing act sometimes.  Sometimes 
you just feel so alone. (Shaniqua, Interview #3) 
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Then when I came here and then we did orientation week. I have 
an accent and it was just- I felt like I didn't belong because I used 
to hear all these people how they discriminate…. I just felt like I 
didn't belong because of my accent, but then everyone was just so 
nice that through time, by the end of my freshman year, let's just 
say by the end of my first semester I was just feeling more 
comfortable and then by the end of my freshman year I was 
completely fine and I really liked that- the university and 
everything. (Roberto, Interview #2) 
 
Stereotypes bother me. We're all guilty of stereotypes. It always 
bothers me when a White person will tell me, "You're a white 
Black man." You know what I mean? To me, that's ignorance. 
Then, you're just saying, "Oh, you don't act like a stereotypical 
Black person because you don't talk with Ebonics and you don't 
have jeans hanging halfway down your butt. You're white to me." 
(Stephen, Interview #1) 
 

While unacceptable and uncomfortable, these experiences with racism or feeling like an 

outsider have not deterred these participants from pursuing a college degree. As a matter of fact 

Roberto recalled that he really felt a part of the college culture when he won the “Mr. Teacher 

University” [pseudonym] title for being a great leader on campus.  School belonging and ethnic 

belonging are important factors that have been frequently found to increase students’ academic 

achievement and psychological well-being (Chipuer, 2001; Kuperminc, Blatt & Leadbeater, 

2000). Therefore, a goal of a university or a mentoring program should be to develop that sense 

of belonging and to encourage opportunities for achievement for ethnically diverse students on 

campus. 

One reason participants noted that they cannot get more involved in campus life is the 

fact that they were commuters. Jacinta, Donnell, Bethany, Beatrix were all commuters. Both 

Bethany and Beatrix stated that they needed to share a car with their parents so it is hard to get 

their parents to bring them to campus for activities.  
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I like the college atmosphere. I don't feel a part per se because I 
only come here for school and then I leave. I’ve been trying to 
work on that and now that I don't have a car per se and I'm sharing 
a car with my mom. That’s going to make it hard, but I'm trying to 
get more involved. I feel as though if I was [sic] on campus I 
would be a social butterfly. I am but I chose to save the money and 
I really wanted a car, so I was like, “I will commute.” (Bethany, 
Interview #2) 
 

When asked, “Why do you think ethnically diverse students are not pursuing careers in 

education?” Ting hypothesized that maybe it is because “they do not see people who look like 

them” in the profession, suggesting that teaching may not be what people of color do. (Ting, 

Interview #2) Other participants also postulated why ethnically diverse students might not be 

entering the teaching field: 

As an education major, I have to take state certification exams in 
order to move forward in the program. I have taken the first round 
of test about 3-4 times and did not pass all of the sections. Not only 
did I not score high enough to take the second round of tests, but 
also I had to pay for each test each time. It becomes a financial 
burden especially when I just make enough money to get by. I had 
to take semesters off from school and work full time. This made 
me feel unaccomplished because there was a stand still in my 
dreams and also like a failure. (Jacinta, Prompt #2)  
 
Well from my experience, I feel like our culture [Dominican] is 
full of what the other people think. It's more of what the people 
around you say. If your parents want that for you, you have to do 
that. It's not influenced by you; it's what they want. I can see that 
from my family and also in my best friend's family because her 
dad wants her to do something, wants her to do accounting because 
he wanted to do it. He didn't have the chance to do it; he couldn't 
finish. There are those influences that our parents, our family, are 
really influential in our decisions in the sense of Dominican, the 
culture, at least from my perspective. (Roberto, Interview #1) 

 
So in a sense, it’s kind of that balance but I kind of personally 
struggle with being somebody that they [her parents] are proud of. 
I know they’re proud of me, but sometimes it’s just like I don’t 
know if I can reach where you want me to go, but that’s … I don’t 
want to relate it to race, but sometimes it’s like being African 
Americans want their children to go farther. And I want to go 
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farther and my children to go even farther. Somebody has to make 
it and it seems like that person is me at least for right now. I think 
that’s really scary, but I’m up for the challenge. (Bethany, 
Interview #1)   
 

These findings suggest that universities need to be culturally aware and support ethnically 

diverse students in a way that helps them to be aware of all of their possibilities while also 

acknowledging the cultural pressures they face. 

 Family pressure to succeed or to be a role model appears to be another factor that 

affects these participants sometimes in a positive way, but it can also be a negative influence. 

Bethany, Donnell, Jacinta, and Shaniqua all realized that there is a lot of pressure on them from 

their families to succeed because they may be the first in their families to graduate from college. 

These participants feel an obligation to take care of their families, fulfill their vicarious dreams, 

and be a role model for others: 

I have three younger siblings: two little sisters and a little brother.  
From about 12 to 15 no one was really in my household, like my 
older siblings or my mother.  I had to take care of them.  I felt like 
I was who they were looking at. I wanted them to want more so I 
had to want more for myself. Knowing that they were watching me 
and knowing that they were looking at what Shaniqua is doing is 
right.  So if Shaniqua wants to go to college, then that must be 
right. If Shaniqua doesn’t try going, then that must be right.  I 
didn’t want that for them. They are like three of my biggest 
motivations. I want them to go to school. My sister goes to [name 
of college] now.  My other sister, she’ll graduate this year, and 
she’s looking into going to Bloomsburg or West Chester.  I just 
want to make a good impact on them and show them we can have 
more than what we’ve seen growing up. (Shaniqua, Interview #1) 
 
But I created my own pedestal along the way for the people behind 
me. I can't get off. They will be like, "You know what, I'm going to 
leave college. I'm not going to do it anymore." That is not even in 
the options because I have a little sister; I have cousins who all 
looking at me. I'm the first everything, the first grandchild, the first 
child, the first niece. I have a lot of people banking on me. 
(Bethany, Interview #2) 
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My little cousins, they're like sponges right now in their lives. 
They'll take any influences that are thrown in their way, so I feel 
like it's my job to do better and to influence them to want to be 
better. (Jacinta, Interview #1) 

 
When asked if she had any family role models when she was growing up, she reported: 

I did, but I didn't. I'm the first generation in my family to actually 
go to college. Once I was getting to my last couple years in my 
high school and I was actually thinking about college, I really 
didn't have a lot of people in my family that I can go to and speak 
to about what is the process that I have to go through. What do I 
have to do? No one really had answers within my family, but I've 
had so many resources because of the good rapport that I've had 
with coaches from when I played sports and old teachers and just 
people in the community that have already been through college, 
like, "Have you done this?" (Jacinta, Interview #1) 

 
It is important to note that Jacinta has learned to advocate for herself. As a high school junior, 

she reached out to her present mentor, a bi-racial female professor, to help her to prepare for a 

teaching competition. She has had a relationship with that mentor for seven years. Since she did 

not have family members who could help her with schoolwork, she learned to reach out to others 

and in this way she is resourceful. 

 Another important finding that emerged from the data is that successful education 

majors of color in this study tended to advocate for themselves, seek help when needed, and have 

a strong sense of purpose. They reported: 

I will say that the main reason why I succeeded in high school was 
myself; what I believed, what I want for myself, and what I think I 
should do for my future. Also, just the fact that I have a purpose in 
life and I also want to be able to demonstrate to the world out there 
that if you can- everything's possible if you try. If you try and you 
take the risk whether you succeed or not you'll at least will [sic] 
know that you tried. You will not wonder if, what if I didn't try? 
The fact that I believed in myself and I have a purpose, or I had a 
purpose let's say, for myself was the one thing that pushed me 
through the whole process even though I was really scared. 
(Roberto, Interview #1) 
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I can remember at 8th grade, I didn't learn anything when it came 
to Math. I learned absolutely nothing. I actually had to take the 
initiative because we didn't have textbooks. We had one textbook 
and that's what the teacher had and he didn't use it. I'm like, "Can I 
borrow your textbook?" I literally taught myself that 8th grade 
Math. I was never just content with just getting whatever people 
gave me. I had to have more. I had to be great. I had to be better 
because I knew I was destined to be a great man and there was no 
time to sleep. There was no time to slack. (Donnell, Interview #1) 
 
Sometimes you can’t do everything by yourself so you generally 
do need help.  You need someone there to help you and push you 
towards it.  My mind was already made up about going to college.  
She [her guidance counselor] gave me more colleges to look into.  
She gave me a list of colleges to look into.  She told me the 
requirements.  She told me about financial aid and knowing how to 
pay for it and stuff like that.  She did push me more into the 
direction of going to college because I understood the process of it 
more when she explained it to me. (Shaniqua, Interview #1) 
 
I believe so just because I’m not afraid to ask for help, just because 
I know that someone’s out there to help me and can give me advice 
and they’re [sic] willing to do that. I definitely think that’s a 
benefit just because I’m not shy. I’m not afraid to ask for help 
honestly on stuff. (Ting, Interview 2) 

 
The participants’ willingness to advocate for themselves appeared to be a common theme for 

those who have been successful. They were not afraid to ask questions or to use their resources. 

First, colleges and mentoring programs need to educate ethnically diverse students about all the 

resources at their disposal as a college student. Next, successful ethnically diverse students could 

encourage others to not see using those resources as a sign of weakness but as a way to become 

more successful.  

 Seven of the participants shared some significant potential barriers to their success at 

college. Shaniqua and Donnell shared family issues like being homeless or living in extreme 

poverty that have had an effect on their ability to be successful in school: 

Freshman semester when I got here; the whole first semester I 
couldn’t believe I was in school.  I really asked myself almost 
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everyday, “are you really in college?”  It’s so shocking.  Like my 
mom doesn’t have a house.  One of my little sisters, she stays with 
her best friend- her mom.  My other little sister and brother they 
kind of get shifted around to other houses.  My freshman semester 
in college, I almost cried almost every night because how could I 
have somewhere to go, and they have nowhere to go.  How can I 
literally stay here and they have nowhere to go?  I was thinking 
about going back home second semester, freshman year and going 
to community college and working.  I would have got a little 
apartment for us.  Then I talked to the people about it and 
everything.  They were saying like how I should stay a student. 
(Shaniqua, Interview #1) 
 
My ex-girlfriend, she packed up everything and she moved all the 
way down to Florida. And she didn't tell me. She left me with 
nothing besides a bedroom set and couches. She took all the food, 
the pots, the pans, everything you can imagine. It was empty. I 
finally found out where she was February 5, the day she [his 
daughter] was born. I was going to catch a flight down there. She 
told me she was going into labor. She wouldn't tell me where she 
was. She had the baby February 5. Wouldn't put me on the birth 
certificate. Wouldn't give her my last name. Wouldn't tell me what 
hospital. (Donnell, Interview #2) 
 

He went on to share how depressed he was and how school was no longer a priority. Prior to this 

he was asked to leave the Christian organizations to which he had previously belonged because 

he had premarital sex. He was feeling alone and shared: 

To be isolated because you weren't living right, that was huge. So 
my junior year in its entirety has been extremely difficult. To have 
to be snatched out of organizations and ministry that God used you 
to help build, and then one day it just all comes crashing down, and 
you're isolated and annihilated from everyone else. (Donnell, 
Interview #2) 

 
When his ex-girlfriend left him, he did not want to tell his family so he struggled financially and 

he explained: 

Every Sunday after that I would go home for church and before I 
left, I would stop by my mother’s house and take food just so I 
could eat throughout the week.  They had no idea how bad I was 
living.  I was surviving off of eggs and jelly sandwiches.  School 
became the least of my worries.  At this point I could not even hear 
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what the professor was saying over top of the loud moans and 
groans of my stomach.  I ended up failing Transformational 
Grammar which is a class that is required of me to graduate. 
(Donnell, Prompt #2) 
 

When I asked him how he survived this traumatic event, he shared: 
  

It's just like, "It's time." You can't just stay down. Daniel 
[pseudonym for his mentor] said I had to encourage myself, so at 
some point in your life, you've just got to get yourself together and 
move on. That's what I'm coming back to. I'm being reintroduced 
to myself at this stage. I've got to come back bigger and stronger, 
more healthy [sic], because it's a fight. (Donnell, Interview #2) 
 

Reflecting on his faith, he also wrote: 
 

One day I had an epiphany.  I had set around too long it was time 
to shake myself up and get myself together.  If it was [sic] not for 
God ministering to me in my lowest points, I would not have lived 
to see His miracles.  Through it all, one thing that she could not 
take from me was my faith! (Donnell, Prompt #2) 
 

It was not apparent that Donnell was in the midst of this traumatic situation when we started the 

second interview. However, Donnell really opened up when he asked if he “could get real” and I 

assured him that he could. It is unclear if he would have been this forthcoming if we had not 

established rapport in the first interview. While he did report that his classes have been suffering 

during this time, it is important to note that he attended the research interview and he attended 

another pre-service teacher meeting on campus later that week. When some people may have 

given up on the semester, he seemed to be working through it “with the help of God.” (Donnell, 

Interview #2)  

Jacinta also shared some tough times when she needed to work a lot while at college 

just to make ends meet. She reported: 

I think that as time went on and I started having more 
responsibilities and I would say that the real world started to set in. 
I would say that school became more challenging because I had to 
learn how to balance it more, and I had to learn how to manage my 
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time better. On top of that, I've had to start fending for myself, had 
to start working. There was a point where I was being a full-time 
student taking 15 credits, and then I had to work full-time and then 
have another part-time job just to get through. (Jacinta,  
Interview #1) 

 
 Roberto and Beatrix all shared that emigrating from a different country and being an 

English language learner presented some barriers initially, but they acknowledged that they 

seem to have overcome those barriers and are presently succeeding: 

When I came here [from the Dominican Republic] it was like this 
huge school where about two thousand students were enrolled. It 
was a really big school. Going there, not knowing anyone, it was a 
big, big transition. I was very scared. I didn't know anyone, and 
thankfully they have the ELL program where they pair you up with 
students that relate to you. They came from a foreign country and 
they don't really know English so you can relate to them and make 
friends. That made it easier. (Roberto, Interview #1) 
 

Over the course of the next six months Roberto learned English enough to carry on conversations 

with his teachers and classmates. He continued:  

After my first year (junior year) in Eastern [pseudonym], I had 
joined the National Honor Society and the ESOL Honors program. 
Then, I enrolled in Advanced Placement (AP) courses, even 
though I was so afraid because of how difficult these courses can 
be. (Roberto, Prompt #2) 
 

Then he shared his dream realized by the end of his senior year; he wrote: 
 
Most importantly, I was also one of the top students in the whole 
school as well as being in part of the top of my senior class. My 
dream had always been to give my graduation speech and this was 
something that I saw becoming possible. Finally, I graduated as the 
Salutatorian of my senior class and gave a speech to my graduating 
class, faculty and staff, family members and friends. That was the 
best day ever in my life and an experience I would never forget. 
(Roberto, Prompt #2) 
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 Roberto and Jacinta pointed to issues with their families members who at times did 

not quite understand how important education was to them so they were often torn between 

their duty to their families and their schoolwork: 

I've always been the backbone to my household and trying to keep 
everyone together and taking care of everyone. When I started to 
get sick or when I started to have other priorities, they didn't 
understand. The way my family has brought up a lot of us is that 
family always comes first. When these challenges in school come 
where I need to put more time into school, my family really didn't 
understand because they were so used to having me around and 
relying on me. When I had to start saying 'no', it was an eye opener 
for a lot of people. (Jacinta, Interview #1) 
 
It was hard for me to keep doing great in school due to the fact that 
at home I also had family issues with my dad, specifically. I had to 
help him at work with his mechanic job. The way he treated me 
and my siblings wasn’t fair and until this day it still hurts in a way. 
Yet, the problems I faced at home never discouraged me from 
following my dreams, instead, it pushed me even more to keep 
fighting and be able to move forward once my goals were 
achieved. (Roberto, Prompt #2) 
 
 

 While some of Roberto’s and Jacinta’s family members were supportive of their 

decision to go to college to pursue teaching, they were not able to provide them with adequate 

agency to navigate the process so this presented some challenges. Additionally, at times their 

family members did not understand the importance of education for these participants and 

would often expect them to fulfill family duties as opposed to focus on their school work. Even 

though Jacinta and Roberto did not have adequate family support to negotiate the college 

process, they have persevered by seeking out other resources, including their mentors. This 

finding suggests that mentoring programs, for example, should additionally focus on educating 

the parents of ethnically diverse students so they may more clearly understand the demands of 

college, while being sensitive to their cultural norms. Furthermore, fostering students’ sense of 
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autonomy as described in Self-Determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) may help students of 

color to explore their new college student identity and to negotiate their home and school 

responsibilities. 

 For other participants whose parents were college educated this was not an issue. 

Alice, Stephen, Ting, Destiny, Beatrix and Bethany all reported that at least one of their parents 

had attended college while three parents had earned a Master’s degree. As a matter of fact, 

college educated parents expected that their children would focus more on school than family, 

and they were more able to offer agency since they had attended college themselves. 

Therefore, family perception about education and careers in education is an important factor 

that appeared to impact participants’ college success in this study. Parents’ knowledge and 

support may impact students’ competence and relatedness, as defined in Self-Determination 

theory, when it comes to having “college knowledge” (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Therefore, it may 

impact the students’ overall college success and their perceptions of their own academic 

identity.  

In summary, struggles to pass certification tests, lack of agency, family pressures, 

family perspectives about education, financial issues, and racism all seem to be the 

predominant challenges that these participants faced. To some extent, these findings support 

Madkins’ (2011) and Gillis’ (1990) work regarding certification tests, lack of agency and 

racism. While three participants noted that society or a family member suggested that low 

teacher salary was a deterrent, none of the participants reported this as a barrier for them. As a 

matter of fact, Destiny addressed that issue when she stated: 

I guess I can say that there's [sic] probably people that don't think 
teaching is the best job to have, or they don't see the value in it. My 
family didn't think that, but as I got older, I saw more people 
saying that. For some reason, that made me want to do it even 
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more, just because it was something that I liked to do, and I was 
really interested in it. (Destiny, Interview #3) 
 
 

 School Experiences and Perceptions. Gordon (2000) and Graham and Erwin (2011) 

found that negative school experiences affect students’ perspectives about careers in education 

and to some extent some of their findings are supported by reports from these participants. 

However, four participants in this study noted that they are motivated by the problems they 

have seen in the school system. They are motivated to make changes as a future teacher or 

administrator. Jacinta shared her insight: 

Without the financial support or without supports from your 
teachers or your administrators or district community in general, it 
becomes harder to be a successful teacher, to be a successful 
student because it's all the support system. If you have 
administrators that [sic] don't care that falls back on teachers that 
don't care, which ultimately falls back on students, who are not 
going to care as much as [sic] about their education because no one 
else is caring about it. (Jacinta, Interview #1) 
 

 
She went on to share a personal example: 
 

More than a couple people told me that I couldn't do certain things 
that I set forth to do, and I've accomplished them. I think, overall, 
my experience was great. I remember a lot of my teachers, and I 
still see a lot of them in the community. It's actually a good thing. 
Also, those negative teachers you see, they see how well you're 
doing now. I've actually had a couple of people apologize to me 
saying, "I remember me saying these words to you." In my mind, 
I'm like, "I've never forgotten that." (Jacinta, Interview #1) 
 

Donnell reported that he is motivated to go back to his community and be a teacher, then a high 

school administrator and eventually become the superintendent of the urban district in his 

community so he can make real changes. When asked, “What perception do you have about 

teaching and what contributed to that perception?” Donnell shared: 
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There was a lot of stuff I didn't agree with even in the educational 
aspect of it. I just really want to make a difference and I know that 
the only way that I can make it was through education. A lot of 
them [his perceptions] were outdated. What contributed to that was 
being in education classes here and what they say that a bad 
classroom is completely parallel to the classrooms I've been in and 
what they're saying like the 21st teacher should be like is a 
complete contradiction to what I've experienced. I'm so grateful to 
Teacher University for that.  (Donnell, Interview #1) 

 
With conviction, Donnell also shared this insight: 
 

This was my biggest thing growing up and this is my motivation 
for even wanting to go back to “Hometown” is everyone complains 
about the Black community in Hometown as a whole, then they go 
off to college, get educated and they forget that they were once 
complaining about it. My thing is I refuse to forget because I'm 
obligated to go back and strengthen that which I left. I just never 
understood and people are like, "Why do want to go back to 
Hometown? Why do you want to go back to Hometown?" I may 
not want to live in Hometown, but I will make a difference in 
Hometown because Hometown made a difference in me. I can't 
forget about them and that's what I'm really trying not to do. 
(Donnell, Interview #1) 

 
Supporting this theme of wanting to give back to the urban environment, Shaniqua stated: 

If I didn’t have all that negativeness [sic] in my environment, I 
don’t know if I would have had such a large amount of self-
efficacy within myself, to where I’m like, “I want to get out of this 
environment, but I still want to go back and help this 
environment.” (Shaniqua, Interview #3) 
 

Some of the participants’ perceptions motivated them to challenge existing stereotypes and to 

question certain school policies: 

I always did well in school. I always got good grades. I feel like I 
was prepared to go to college. I really focused in school. I had a lot 
of interest in school and motivations from my mentors and family. 
My prior school experiences, especially the social parts, where 
Latinos are expected to fail, that really motivated me to do well. 
(Beatrix, Interview #3) 
 
That's another problem that motivated me to become a Spanish 
teacher. The ESL teachers are not bilingual. They don't help. I'm 
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sorry. I just have to say it like that. All the way through 6th grade I 
had an ESL teacher. I had at least four because I moved around. 
None of them were bilingual. They couldn't help me. I'm like why 
don't they hire someone that at least [sic] the most demand is 
Spanish. (Beatrix, Interview #1) 
 

Based on this experience, Beatrix has considered teaching English as a Second Language to 

native Spanish speakers because she is bilingual.  

 Stephen also shared a significant school experience that really affected him. When he 

was in 7th grade, he had his first African American male teacher as his homeroom teacher. While 

he reported that this was a very positive experience for him personally, he questioned why all but 

four students in the homeroom were African American. Stephen observed: 

He was the cool teacher to have. It was just … it was the first time 
that I was not only exposed to a Black male figure in the 
classroom, but it was also like the first time I almost got to be 
around people of my color for an extended period of time. Where 
I’m saying like I felt that it was weird, I also for myself found it a 
little beneficial in my own personal life, but I still to this day, 
especially as me as a future educator, how I would feel if I had a 
homeroom that they just dump all the Black kids in because they 
thought I could handle it. I mean, I don’t know whether they 
thought I was like them one time or maybe they thought I was a 
good role model for them? (Stephen, Interview #3) 
 
When she was up at the high school, when I got to the high school, 
all three vice-principals were Black. Even the person that replaced 
her in my senior year when she went to be principal of the middle 
school was also Black. There we go again, all three were Black.  I 
mean, I think it’s great, but I can’t help but to feel something … 
see and that’s a shame that I feel like because all three of them are 
Black I can say, “Oh, that means you could have been the most 
qualified for the job.” It’s really a shame that I can’t say it because 
I don’t know if that’s the case or not. (Stephen, Interview #3) 
 

 Graham and Erwin (2011) reported that African American males in their study were 

non-conformists and questioned whether or not they wanted to be in an institution that has 

traditionally marginalized them. In this study, Donnell questioned whether he would be the 
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representative Black man who was controlled by the administrators and the school system. 

Stephen questioned why so many Black students were placed in the Black teacher’s homeroom 

and why all of the administrators in his middle school and high school were Black when that did 

not represent the student population. After this observation, he questioned his own “racist” 

thinking. This realization appeared to really challenge his thinking, but did not deter him from 

wanting to teach. It is important to note that while he questioned this policy he also expressed 

that this was a positive experience for him as a student.  

 Perhaps honest dialogue about these issues in the future would allow ethnically diverse 

students to express their concerns and get feedback from professionals in education. If they 

understand why certain policies exist and can give feedback about the effectiveness of those 

policies, they may feel more valued at school. If they have a “voice” at school, they may feel 

more empowered and feel less marginalized. These findings resonate with Self-Determination 

Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) as it is based on autonomy, relatedness and competence as three 

motivational factors. Some of the participants shared the impact of these factors on their 

motivation and development. Those participants who wanted to give back to their community 

and make it a better place support the basic premises of “possible selves” promoted by 

Oyserman, Bybee and Terry’s (2006). 

Making Meaning of Experiences and Perceptions. In an effort to use the proposed 

conceptual model to more clearly understand how participants identify and prioritize the 

factors that may affect their career decision-making and college success, I showed them the 

model and asked them to discuss if any of it resonated with their life story and if so how. In 

this way, I was trying to confirm the data and to obtain feedback about the conceptual model as 

it relates to these participants. 
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Table 4.2  

Summary of Conceptual Model Findings 

   Mentoring 
Participant Ment-Career Ment-Success FamPerspectives PSE  
 
Alice      X pos 
Beatrix X  X  X neg 
Bethany X   X neg 
Destiny X  X   X pos  
Donnell X  X   X neg 
Jacinta X  X     pos   
  
Roberto    X  X  pos 
Shaniqua X  X    neg 
Stephen X  X  X  pos 
Trang X  X  X  pos 
Note. X means that the participant prioritized the factor. 
Neg= predominantly negative prior school experiences. 
Pos= predominantly positive prior school experiences.  
 

Table 4.2 summarizes each participant’s reflections on the three factors of the 

conceptual model. Alice prioritized the factors and reported that while mentoring was a factor 

in her college life, it was the least impactful of all the factors because she had strong family 

support and she was intrinsically motivated to do well: 

I would say family perspectives and prior school experiences 
should be more overlapped. It is more of an even kind of thing 
because whatever I’ve experienced, my family was also probably 
experienced. For example, I played sports in high school. I was 
pretty good at basketball; they would come to my games…. For me 
I would overlap mentoring [with school experiences], and I’d make 
it a lot smaller. (Alice, Interview #3) 
 

When Beatrix first responded to the conceptual model, she reported, “They’re all 

connected. They all influenced me.” She then offered that “opportunities” should be included 
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on the model because some students get scholarships to attend college and that can affect their 

decisions. As an example of Beatrix’s point, in her second interview Destiny reported:  

Fortunately, I didn't really have any like financial challenges 
because I had the Board of Governor's Scholarship, but I know if I 
didn't have that Board of Governor's Scholarship, that would be the 
number one challenge I'm sure I would have faced. I can't really 
think of anything that would have stopped me from pursuing my 
degree and getting it done. Like I said before, that was just 
something that I already knew, that I was motivated for myself. 
Anything wasn't big enough to try to get me off track. (Destiny, 
Interview #2) 
 

Beatrix went on to note that, “Family and mentoring kind of go together with me because most 

of my influential mentors are family. Dr. M [her college mentor] is not part of my family, but 

most of my other mentors are family.” (Beatrix, Interview #3) 

 Bethany said that mentoring has played a part in her career choice and in her success in 

school, but not in her success at college because she is not presently matched with a college 

mentor. She also articulated how important her family is to her career choice and college 

success: 

I think that family perspectives definitely and prior school 
experiences because I have had a lot of school experiences with 
teachers and stuff like that. That definitely has shaped me into who 
I am and my career. Family perspective is important because I'm 
always surrounded by family. I still live at home, so I see them 
everyday and my family is my constant support system. They're 
always there for me no matter what. I think that's important when 
you go out into your career. You have that kind of cheerleading 
section. You just have that sense of security in knowing that 
somebody is right behind you pushing you and just giving you the 
extra boost. (Bethany, Interview #3) 
 

Bethany coined the term “personal integration” that she defined as the “story you tell yourself” 

which comprised motivation and interests in her life. She shared: 

As far as the interest and the motivation, I would take that as 
personal integration because if you want to do it, you will. If you 



 

 122 

won’t, you won’t. It's kind of simple. In a sense, I would make that 
my own little bubble just because I am so on myself and you need 
yourself to do it. Nobody can do it for you. You have to do it. You 
have to make up in your mind that you want to do it and all of the 
others aspects will fall into place. (Bethany, Interview #3) 
 

She added the “personal integration” ball to the model and said that it is the biggest factor 

because she needs to keep herself inspired. Once again, it is important to note that she was not 

matched with formal mentor during the time of the interviews. She ranked the remaining: family, 

which overlapped with prior school experience just like the diagram, and she also stated that she 

would add mentoring to her prior school experiences since almost all of her mentors were 

teachers (Bethany, Interview #3).  

Destiny claimed that mentoring had positively affected both her career choice and her 

college success. She reported that her prior school experiences and family perspectives 

overlapped and while mentoring was a contributing factor it did not overlap with the other two 

factors. She shared about one college experience having two of her mentors as professors: 

Because of the mentoring experience, where I had someone who 
was like, “It's important!” I could deal with that better. I felt like I 
had more of a voice, because then I could stand up, and I could say 
to them, either in class, just raise my hand in class, or say 
something to them outside of class, like, "That's not true," or, "This 
is why my story is important. You didn't even know this”…. if I 
didn't have that mentorship, then I probably would have been like, 
"Oh, I'm in an all-white classroom, predominantly white college, 
me growing up in … an urban city with a bunch of students of 
color, probably does not ... I don't need to say anything about it, 
because we're out here in Smalltown [pseudonym]. It's not very 
important.” I think that may have been my mindset, beforehand.  
(Destiny, Interview #3) 

 
Donnell reported that mentoring has positively affected his career choice and his 

success in school. When asked to reflect on the conceptual model, he noted: 

Well, if I can combine mentoring and family perspective, and 
create another ball which would be the biggest ball, it would have 
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to be background and environment and that would be the biggest 
thing. Because honestly I feel like that's my biggest motivation as 
to why I even came to college, let alone being a teacher. That's 
probably my biggest motivation. (Donnell, Interview #3) 
 

He explained that his greatest motivation is to improve the circumstances of the people 

in his city. He is determined not to become a victim of his environment, but to go back and 

provide solutions for others. Donnell said that his background and environment would be the 

whole backdrop for the conceptual model and then family and mentoring would be the same size 

balls that overlap because many of his family members he also considered mentors, and his 

mentors he considered his family members.  

Jacinta acknowledged that because her family could not help her navigate the college 

environment, her family perspectives played a lesser role while her involvement in mentoring 

had positively affected both her career choice and her college success. She also suggested that 

the model should include another ball labeled “support system” and colleagues, friends, work, 

etc., should be included. She noted: 

I think one thing that may be missing here [on the model] is having 
a support system, establishing a support system not only in your 
field, but with your colleagues, with the people around you.  I 
think that being around people who aspire to do the same thing that 
I’m aspiring to be, it helps us build a support system amongst 
ourselves, not only between teacher and student but also student 
and student. (Jacinta, Interview #3) 
 

Roberto acknowledged that while he considered Dr. M and CP his mentors, they were 

not a part of a formal mentoring program. He said that he credits his internal drive to succeed as 

his biggest motivating factor, but it is advantageous to have his mentors to give him 

encouragement especially when he is stressed. He shared: 

In a way it [mentoring] helped me to realize that I'm here for a 
purpose and that if I want to achieve something I have to work 
hard for it. Whether I feel I'm giving up or not, I have to keep 
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going and fight for that to achieve my goal. I feel definitely 
mentoring has a really ... it can really impact somebody's life. 
(Roberto, Interview #3) 

 
He shared that being a mentor had an impact on his success because he saw an overlap with the 

mentoring and his prior school experience: 

I would specifically say yes and maybe academic identity and 
interest motivation. It all has in a way contributed to the fact that 
we were talking about accountability- how mentoring or being a 
role model has really impacted and the fact that I'm being watched 
[by his protégés] and I have ... I must, that's my thought, I must do 
good and do great or do my best because I'm being watched. Also, 
the fact that like I said I always have goals for myself. (Roberto, 
Interview #3) 
 

Shaniqua reported that both having and being a mentor has contributed to her school 

success and her career decision. She credited Ms. H with inspiring her to be a teacher and 

supporting her sense of belonging at school and JT [her college mentor] with helping her to keep 

focused and not give up at college. She did actually change her major to Social Work because 

she was having trouble passing the exams, but she noted that she will still be able to work with 

children and to help them to be successful. When she reflected on the conceptual model, she 

suggested that environment should be added to the model.  

It is important to note that Shaniqua, Donnell, and Jacinta all identified the need for 

the model to include “environment” and all of them have experienced financial hardships. They 

each discussed the difficulties negotiating both “cultures”- school and home. Perhaps college 

students from lower socio-economic backgrounds would benefit from mentoring that focuses on 

identity development as they are embarking on establishing or clarifying a college student 

identity.  Providing these students with opportunities to connect with graduates and educators 

from similar backgrounds may help them to continue to develop their identity and to understand 

themselves and how they still fit into their culture. 
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When asked how he prioritized the factors in the conceptual model, Stephen assessed 

his support systems and said: 

At the end of the day, they [his parents] are going to support me 100 
percent no matter what. If I want to be a butcher, they would 
support that. Then I would go past school experience and then 
mentoring simply because like I said, I haven’t done formal 
mentoring until college, but it definitely helped me academically, 
socially, gave me a sense of belonging and accountability just like it 
says here. I felt like I had a big role doing mentoring over in that 
building [referring to the performing arts center] and so yes, but 
definitely all three of these have definitely attributed. (Stephen, 
Interview #3)  
 

Stephen went on to discuss how much each of the factors overlap in his experience: 

I mean this is a pretty interesting diagram here, but it’s possible that 
because I did well in school is why my parents supported me so 
much. I’ve always said, everything that I’ve gotten from them, I’ve 
earned. (Stephen, Interview #3) 

 
Ting indicated that having a mentor and being a mentor have positively contributed to 

her decision to become a math teacher and to her college success. When asked to reflect on the 

conceptual model, she reported: 

Mentoring is actually a new bit in my life. I've never really thought 
about mentoring with that word. I've thought of role models, and 
just someone to look up to. But I never really thought about true 
mentoring until the Teachers of Color Mentoring Program. For me 
right now, that circle is getting a bit bigger, but definitely family 
and my prior experiences are outweighing mentoring for right now. 
(Ting, Interview #3) 

 
Ting also asserted that while her family circle on the model is bigger, all three factors are really 

intertwined. She said that there is a lot of crossover; for example, she said her parents are like her 

mentors.  

 Identifying parents as mentors was suggested by a number of participants. I was careful 

to break down the mentor codes into family, church and teacher based on the participants’ 
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responses. Of course, while support of family members was an important observation to make, I 

was more interested in informal and formal mentors who were not direct family members. 

 After analyzing the data, I tallied the priority rankings for the three major factors on the 

conceptual model. Participants ranked family perceptions on education and careers in education 

the highest (46/60 possible points), meaning participants thought it had the most impact on their 

career decision-making and their college success. Prior school experience was a close second in 

the ranking (44/60 possible points), and mentoring was ranked last of the three (24/60 possible 

points).  

 Eight out of 10 participants in this sample reported that mentoring had an impact on 

their career decision-making. At the initial interview four participants reported that mentoring 

did not have a direct impact on their future career goal because they had always wanted to be a 

teacher. However, by the end of the interview series, Bethany and Shaniqua made the realization 

that their teacher “mentors” from the past had indeed made an impact on their desire to be a 

teacher.  

 When analyzing the perceived effect mentoring had on college success, 9 out of 10 of 

the participants indicated that it had to some degree when they considered their overall 

schooling, including PreK-12 years. However, four of the participants indicated that it was really 

more their own intrinsic motivation to succeed, rather than mentoring that was impacting their 

college success. Supporting Attribution Theory (Weiner, 2010), these participants took 

ownership of their success and have learned to advocate for themselves. It is important to note 

that when both having a mentor and being a mentor were included in this category, three of the 

four of those participants (Jacinta, Roberto and Destiny) acknowledged that being a mentor to 

others kept them accountable to do well in college. Once again, it appears as though mentoring 
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may have an effect on students’ autonomy, relatedness and competence (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Those participants who believe in themselves have autonomy over their success and feel a sense 

of responsibility to their mentor or protégé (relatedness) and that seems to contribute to their 

perceived competence.  

 Attribution theory suggests that when people see their characteristics as something they 

have as opposed to something they are, they are more successful and have more autonomy. 

Bethany, who was not matched with a mentor at the time of the interviews, reported that her 

mentors from the past had laid a good foundation for her college success, but they were not 

really a current factor for her at college. In some ways Bethany struggled with belonging at 

college (relatedness) because she felt her parents were too controlling and she had not yet had the 

chance to develop her autonomy. Mentoring programs that foster a sense of belonging, 

autonomy, and competence may help students of color to develop their college student identity 

and in turn help them to embrace the whole college experience. 

 Next, I ran a co-occurrence code analysis in Atlas.ti. While this does not describe a 

cause and effect relationship between the codes, it does indicate the examples the participants 

provided shared some commonalities since the examples were assigned multiple codes. As might 

be expected, connections were found between PSE-academic identity and PSE-motivation that 

may suggest participants who are highly motivated to succeed in school think about their 

academic identity since they often reported examples that related to both codes. PSE-academic 

identity, personal perceptions about teaching, and family perceptions about education and careers 

in education also co-occurred at a high ratio. One scenario reflecting this might be that a 

participant’s family’s perceptions, generally stated in this sample as supporting teaching as a 
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viable career choice, and the participants’ own perceptions were factors that were related to the 

participant’s academic identity development. 

 Another interesting finding from this analysis was that PSE-motivation and PSE-

negative prior school experience co-occurred numerous times, and when the specific quotes were 

analyzed, they validated the fact that Donnell, Shaniqua and Jacinta all stated that they hoped to 

return to their environments where they saw a lot of negatives and become a positive change 

agent. As a matter of fact, Donnell stated that making things better for others in his community 

was his biggest motivation. Self-Determination theory and Attribution theory help to explain this 

notion of being a change agent in the community in that these participants believe they have the 

autonomy to make a difference in their communities and they seem to acknowledge their internal 

and stable locus of control so they can advocate for themselves and others (Ryan & Deci, 2000; 

Weiner, 2010). Those participants who have an internal and stable locus of control acknowledge 

their abilities to be a change agent; therefore, they may see change as more possible. However, 

students who believe they have an external and unstable locus of control tend to believe that luck 

is the driving force so they have less opportunity to make changes in their communities in this 

case.   

 Mentoring-career decision-making, mentor-teachers and personal perspectives about 

teaching co-occurred often as well. The specific quotes that were in this grouping suggest that 

participants’ teachers may play a significant role in the participants’ decisions to pursue careers 

in education, and that their personal perspectives about teaching, overwhelmingly positive, also 

were associated with career decision-making. This connection suggests that if students have 

good mentor teachers and they think teaching is a good career option, they may be more likely to 

consider teaching as a future career. 
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 Mentoring-accountability, mentoring-benefits and mentor-teachers also co-occurred 

often, perhaps indicating that participants viewed the accountability fostered by being in a 

mentoring relationship with a teacher as beneficial to their success. Therefore, intentional 

mentoring programs would be wise to factor in accountability for future success. 

 
 Process Observations. In addition to the research questions, I asked each participant, 

“What thoughts and feelings do you have about participating in this research project?” This 

additional question was added to the protocol after Stephen voluntarily shared: 

I mean these series of interviews have surprised me about feelings 
that I’ve had and made me realize, oh, so this is why I do this and 
we’ve covered a lot. It’s a lot for me to think about going in to 
student teaching and also job searching. I mean kind of self-analysis 
and I’m glad I had the opportunity to do this because this is a great 
story that I can tell others and I already have. I mean, I already have.  
After the first interview that we had, I remember going back because 
I went back to Nearbytown [pseudonym] and I was telling all my 
friends, “I understand why. This is why I felt this way about this and 
this is” and now I have the educational background. “This is why I 
feel this way as a teacher and I feel this way about this policy,” it 
was really, really interesting. I thank you for allowing me to do that. 
(Stephen, Interview #3) 

 
The following quotations represent a sampling of participants’ responses to the process question 

organized by themes. The first series of responses indicated the research process prompted some 

self-reflection: 

The biggest revelation I had was discovering my true feelings 
about being Hispanic. I was able to say that I’m extremely proud 
of my heritage/ethnicity when I’m only with white people. 
However, when I’m immersed with other Hispanics I feel so 
ashamed of the lifestyle/culture. This was a major turning point for 
me because of the relationship I’m in (dating a Puerto Rican), my 
family life (who is all white), and the life I’m currently living 
(bridged between two lives). This process helped me continue to 
move forward in my healing process not only personally, but 
culturally as well. I’m starting to embrace my life as a Hispanic 
woman but actually love it, not just fake it. This interview has 
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really helped me and I’m glad I was able to take part in it. (Alice, 
Prompt #3) 
 
I’ve become more conscious of the impact that people outside of 
my environment and my family had on me.  I don’t think I’m 
Super Woman, but it sounded like, “I must have done all this by 
myself.”  That’s not what happened.  No, you want to backtrack a 
little bit?  What about Ms. P from sixth grade, and Ms. H in eighth 
grade, and Dr. W from twelfth, and the fact that I remember these 
people, and the exact events that they did that changed that part of 
my life at the time, shows me that their impact was great on me. 
Once I am done, I am going to pay it forward all that I can. 
(Shaniqua, Interview #3) 
 
While I was being interviewed and I was revealing certain things I 
never realized or taken into account that old teachers and mentors 
influenced me in ways I have never known and it’s so eye opening 
once you figure that out. I am happy I was interviewed because it 
helped me see how important influence and support is in deciding 
your future and I would love to be just as influential to someone 
else. (Bethany, Interview #3) 

 
I really enjoyed this entire interviewing process.  It gave me a 
platform to vent on long overdue topics that needed to be infringed 
upon.  As appreciative as I am for this opportunity but it still 
baffles me.  Why are young Black educated men and woman still 
looked at as a rare species; a hot commodity?  If I were White 
would I have had the same exposure?  Am I being used as the 
overseer of my people?  Am I being puffed up just so that school 
district can reach their affirmative action quotas? This experience 
has been like that of no other.  These interviews have forced me to 
put my life on pause and then press the rewind button of time and 
examine why am I really doing all of this? (Donnell, Prompt #3) 

 
It appears as though the interviewing process offered the participants an opportunity to reflect on 

many of the significant people and experiences their lives, and contributed to their self-

awareness. Other participants’ process question responses suggested that participation in this 

research study in some way validated and encouraged them, perhaps giving them a “voice” in the 

world: 

To me this interview means opening up and letting others know 
that it is possible despite all the obstacles we may face. 
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Participating in this research has affected me because it is not 
every day I get the chance to have somebody listen to me and not 
judge what has happened to me. (Beatrix, Interview #3) 
 
I enjoy participating in this just because it made me think. It made 
me reflect on things that I’ve been through and where I am now.  It 
also brought a lot of things to my attention that I had in the back of 
my mind and didn’t really think about and the significance that it 
has on who I am today and how I’ve got to be the person and to the 
level that I’m at today.  (Jacinta, Interview #3)  
 
Being part of this research has affected me because it has allowed 
me to realize that in life nothing is impossible and that we can 
achieve anything we propose ourselves to do. In addition, it makes 
me happy to be a part of this research because I love helping others 
and this is one way I believe I can help others, which is by sharing 
my experiences towards accomplishing my dreams. I truly hope 
this research will be beneficial to many people out there as well as 
it has been for me. (Roberto, Prompt #3) 
 
Yeah and I feel like it's important if you have an African American 
who is not status quo. I can be relatable to somebody. Everybody is 
not real poor. I had both parents in my house; they are both 
married. I have a sister. I wasn't exactly born in the marriage, but 
my parents are married and I have different school experience than 
some may have. I can speak for the people who go from one State 
to the other. How do you adjust? I feel as though my story is just as 
important and is maybe more important for the people who feel 
like, “I'm not like this. All of this is displayed and I don't relate to 
any of that.”  If I can help one person, that would be fine with me. 
(Bethany, Interview #3) 

 
Some participants’ responses were directly related to mentoring: 
 

Putting it all together, I realize that teaching is mentoring and vise 
versa.  In terms of minorities, it is hard sometimes when you don’t 
see people that look like you as your mentors.  So, whereas, I am 
not really sure the absolute thesis or purpose of this dissertation, I 
can say that I wanted to go into education based off of my mentors 
(teachers) most of whom were not of color.  My experiences in 
mentoring and leadership have helped me to be successful in 
college and it is evident that it will pay off in my future teaching 
career. (Stephen, Prompt #3) 

 
This research has definitely tied together the importance of family, 
past experiences, and mentoring. I believe everyone can benefit 
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from some kind of mentor. I think the idea of an older, wiser 
student guiding and support [sic] a naïve student is a wonderful 
thought. The benefits of mentoring and having a strong support 
system are endless. (Ting, Prompt #3) 

 
I think that through mentoring and being part of a mentoring 
program that had lots of teachers and other students who are 
aspiring to be teachers kind of kept me focused more.  There was 
more of a support system.  Whether it be a mentoring program to 
get into a teaching certification program or whether it be a 
mentoring program to be in a business, I think that mentoring plays 
a huge impact because not only is it letting you see what’s going 
on in the field, but you kind of get a firsthand experience from 
someone who’s already been in the field for plus years. (Jacinta, 
Interview #3) 
 
Knowing that you could be a mentor and that you have that impact 
on somebody, you'll see more opportunities to do it. Right now, 
you might not realize, just having a conversation with somebody, 
might be an opportunity to help somebody out. (Destiny, Interview 
#3) 
 
The outside presence of someone else, telling me that I can be 
what I can be; not myself doubting myself, or my family and my 
environment telling me that I can’t be … I can only be what I can 
be to a certain extent.  Mentoring is limitless.  You should take 
advantage.  Live like a room without a roof.  Definitely mentoring 
plays the biggest part. (Shaniqua, Interview #3) 

 
These responses ranged from gratitude for an awareness to on-going identity development. 

Based on their feedback, it seems a few of the participants were somewhat empowered by 

participating in the project. It appears as though providing ethnically diverse college students 

with a “voice” that can contribute to the collective good may help those students to feel more a 

part of the solution, as opposed to being part of the problem. In many cases, participants shared 

how they hoped that their stories could help another person of color navigate the process and find 

success as an education major.  
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Conclusion 

 In conclusion, these findings are supported by research outlined in the literature review. 

For the most part, work done by Gillis (1990), Madkins (2011), and Gordon (2000) related to 

barriers students of color face when considering a career in education corroborated these 

ethnically diverse students’ experiences. In addition, when reflecting on motivation and identity 

development, Self-Determination Theory, Identity-Based Motivation Theory, and Attribution 

Theory shed some light on these participants’ lived experiences. It appears as though those 

ethnically diverse students who have a strong sense of purpose, believe they have some 

autonomy, and have negotiated their identities to feel confident enough to be different from their 

peers, when necessary. In addition, when they have strong family support and/or a mentor to 

provide them with agency to navigate the college culture, and a sense of belonging to the college 

culture, they are successful. When faced with barriers, many of these academically successful 

students believe that they have the power to make good choices and to not be a statistic. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
Summary of Purpose and Results 

 

 The major purpose of this dissertation was to describe the participants’ perceptions of the 

impact of mentoring on their career aspirations and college success. I endeavored to provide 

education majors of color with the opportunity to have a “voice” in addressing the lack of 

teachers of color in American schools. Furthermore, I was interested in assessing the credibility 

of the proposed conceptual model that focuses on the impact of family perceptions, prior school 

experiences, and mentoring on students’ motivation to pursue a career in education and on their 

success in college. Colleges and universities might benefit from understanding what students 

attribute their college success and career decisions to because that knowledge might improve 

their efforts to recruit and retain ethnically diverse students in the field of education.  

 The results of this research highlighted six major themes that may affect education 

majors’ career decisions and college success: mentoring, prior school experiences, family 

perspectives, other support systems, identity development and advocacy. The first three themes 

listed were derived from the two previous studies conducted while other support systems, 

identity development and advocacy were generated from the analysis of these data. In many 

cases these themes overlap as they do on the conceptual model.  

 

Mentoring 

 All 10 of the participants shared at least one example of a teacher who had made a 

positive impact on their perception of teachers and in some cases on their own personal 
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development and decision to become a teacher. While all the teacher examples may not be 

considered “mentoring” as defined in this study, the impact that these teachers have had on the 

students was significant. Participants were animated and enthusiastic as they shared specific 

names of educators and how they had supported them in a variety of ways. Considering the 

impact that teachers, whether or not they are actual mentors, had on student perceptions, teachers 

may be a part of the solution to the lack of teachers of color in American schools. If teachers can 

identify ethnically diverse students who demonstrate a desire and the skill set to pursue teaching, 

they can encourage those students to consider teaching as an option. 

 Herrera, Vang, and Gale (2002) reported on the benefits of group mentoring that foster 

mentor-protégé bonds and a sense of belonging. In this study participants who were involved in 

an intentional mentoring relationship, either as a mentor or a protégé, indicated that the 

experience contributed to their overall college success because they felt a commitment to the 

other person; either they did not want to be a bad role model for their protégés or they did not 

want to disappoint their mentors. This finding is supported by research conducted by Sawyer 

(2001) who articulated how mentoring increases accountability of both mentors and protégés that 

in turn can improve academic achievement.  

Sense of belonging to school and ethnic belonging are important factors that have been 

frequently found to increase students’ academic achievement and psychological well-being 

(Chipuer, 2001; Kuperminc, Blatt & Leadbeater, 2000). Therefore, formal mentoring programs, 

like Teachers of Color Mentoring Program, and the New Student Seminar described in this 

study, may want to consider how to purposefully foster a sense of belonging and accountability 

between mentors and protégés.  
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 As previously stated, Dr. Karl Menninger hypothesized that children and youth pursue 

"artificial belongings" (p. 38) when their need for belonging is not met by families, schools, and 

communities. He suggested that youth gather with others to belong, even when these others are 

engaged in anti-social or criminal behaviors (as cited in Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern, 

2001). Five participants in this study shared that they had to consciously “be different” from their 

peers in order to stay on the right path. In many ways this challenged their identity development 

as they struggled to negotiate both worlds. After school programs and mentoring programs 

typically try to address children’s sense of belonging, but not much is usually done to help the 

child navigate identity development and be confident that it is okay to “be different.” 

 

Prior School Experiences 

 Ramirez (2010) indicated that when an ethnic minority teacher is present in a school, 

there are fewer ethnic minority students in special education, a decrease in absenteeism, more 

parental involvement, and more involvement by ethnically diverse students in school activities. 

Five participants (Bethany, Donnell, Stephen, Shaniqua, and Destiny) in this study indicated they 

had positive interactions with specific teachers of color that had impacted them and in some 

cases had encouraged them to consider a career in education.  

 While Gordon (2000) and Graham and Erwin (2011) found that negative school 

experiences affect students’ perspectives about careers in education in a negative way, four 

participants in this study noted that they are motivated by the problems they have seen in the 

school system. They aspired to be teachers or administrators in their own communities to make 

positive changes.  



 

 137 

 Racist incidents were reported by a number of participants in this study. Most students 

reported that the experience made them feel like an outsider. They tried to look past the 

experience and not let it affect them or derail them from their goals. Some thoughts shared by 

participants were the fear of not getting a job after they graduate because of their race, that they 

may be manipulated by the system as a token minority teacher, or that parents of Caucasian 

students would not take them seriously as professionals. These fears are real and should be 

addressed with students as their questions arise. Acts of overt racism can also affect a student’s 

sense of belonging to the university or to the profession. Creating safe inclusive environments in 

colleges and schools may help to limit the effect of racism on ethnically diverse students; in 

addition, providing them with the opportunity to share their voice about policies may help to 

empower them. 

 

Family Perspectives 

 Family perspective about education and careers in education is an important factor that 

affected participants’ college success in this study. On one hand, parents who are supportive of a 

student’s desire to go to college and to become a teacher generally impact the student positively. 

However, sometimes parents who have not attended college do not understand how to navigate 

the college system, so these students may lack agency. These parents may also compete for the 

student’s attention because they do not fully understand the rigor of the college workload. 

Therefore, mentoring programs could focus on educating parents of ethnically diverse students 

so they more clearly understand the demands of college while being sensitive to cultural norms. 

 Family pressure to succeed or to be a role model is another factor that reportedly 

influenced student success. Five of the participants in this study anticipated being the first in 
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their families to graduate from college; consequently, the pressure for them to succeed can be 

overwhelming. The participants reported that not only did they want to please their parents, but 

they also wanted to please their younger family members who were looking to them as role 

models. These findings suggest that universities need to be culturally aware and support 

ethnically diverse students in a way that helps them succeed while also acknowledging the 

cultural or family pressures they face. 

 

Other Support Systems 

 Seven participants in this study suggested that friends, work colleagues, and/or church 

family are other important support systems that have helped them to be successful; therefore, 

another factor emerged (see Figure A2). While “friend” does not necessarily fit the definition of 

“mentor” or “family perspective” ascribed to in this study, it appeared to be a major contributing 

factor according to seven participants. Therefore, since the proposed conceptual model did not 

address this factor, it should be adjusted to take “other support systems” into account. In many 

cases, participants reported that their friends, significant others, and church family provide them 

with support to succeed. However, in three cases participants noted that they did not want to be 

like their “friends,” and that was motivating them to succeed. In either case, the end result 

appeared to be positive. 

 

Identity Development  

 While identity development is a broad concept, the findings from this research 

highlighted a few key aspects related to career decision-making and academic success for the 

participants in this study. Identity-Based Motivation as described by Oyserman and Destin 
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(2010) assumes that people interpret situations, like doing well in school, in ways that are 

congruent with their currently active identities. The theory also claims that people prefer 

identity-congruent actions over identity-incongruent ones, and people interpret any difficulties 

they have through the lens of identity-congruence.  

Supporting this theory, four students in this study identified how difficult it is to balance 

two identities. For example, Donnell noted that it was not until high school that he was able to 

feel confident about being “an educated Black man of God” (Donnell, Interview #1). He 

struggled with his street persona and his student persona, referring to it as his “man versus self” 

conflict. Shaniqua also reported that her family has rejected her on occasion because she is 

“talking White.” These examples highlighted the need for universities to focus on culturally 

responsive mentoring and racial identity theory when working with ethnically diverse students, 

and the examples support research conducted by Ford, Moore and Scott (2011).  

 

Advocacy 

 Advocacy in this case included parent advocates, teacher advocates, and students as self-

advocates. Participants who felt that their parents supported their education overwhelmingly saw 

this as a major contributing factor to their success. As a matter of fact, students ranked family 

perspective the highest of the three factors. Three participants noted that their parents purposely 

either came to the United States or selected “good” schools for them to attend because education 

was important to their success. Therefore, the students felt an obligation to do well in school. 

Perceived family support appeared to be a significant factor contributing to college success for 

this cohort but not necessarily for their career aspirations. 
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 Participants noted that some of their past teachers and their present professors are 

advocates for them and for the profession. Students see these teachers as positive, professional 

role models, and they often want to emulate them. Once again, the impact that teachers can have 

on students’ perceptions of careers in education is profound. Therefore, if teachers would 

advocate more for the profession, there might be an increase in the number of ethnically diverse 

students who consider teaching as an option. 

 Finally, and maybe most importantly, the successful education students in this study 

appeared to be self-advocates. Some of them referred to their internal drive or their sense of 

purpose as the major contributing factor to their success. Five participants noted directly that 

failing or quitting was not an option. This personal characteristic was evident predominantly in 

the Latino students in this sample. Two of the four Latino students had attended a Latino 

Leadership Institute that focused on statistics related to Latino college students, and they 

poignantly stated that they do not want to become a statistic. Perhaps universities should 

consider offering more leadership opportunities to ethnically diverse students based on these 

participants’ responses. It appears as though when they are given a voice and have a strong sense 

of purpose, they are very motivated to succeed. 

 

Implications for Theory and Practice 

 

The ethnically diverse education students who shared their stories in this research study 

deserve my sincerest gratitude, because without them these recommendations would not be 

possible. Hopefully their voices will inspire others to consider the challenges they faced, the 

support systems they used, and the personal capital they can bring to the teaching profession. 
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Since teachers in this study appeared to have a profound effect on these college student 

participants, it is recommended that secondary education teachers help to identify bright 

ethnically diverse students who are interested in pursuing a career in education. When possible, 

teachers should connect students to a club, a mentor, or a mentoring program designed to support 

future educators. In addition, all teachers can advocate for the profession by sharing the positive 

aspects of teaching with students. Teachers serving as mentors to interested students and/or 

giving students an opportunity to be a teacher assistant in the classroom may also positively 

support students. Offering future teacher clubs or mentoring programs focused on teaching may 

also provide interested students with a connection to the profession and a sense of belonging. 

Mentoring programs and schools should consider specific ways that accountability and 

belonging can be fostered among their students. Accountability for academics, from parents and 

educators, early in a student’s education may positively impact a child’s readiness for college. 

Since many ethnically diverse college students may be the first in their family to attend college, 

they may need more assistance in navigating the college culture from applying to college until 

graduation. Educating ethnically diverse parents in a culturally responsive manner so they can 

understand the demands of college better may also help students to be successful. Since the 

participants in this study credited their family perceptions and support with much of their college 

success, it is important to consider the parents’ perspectives. Perhaps educators can also advocate 

for the profession by instructing parents about the benefits related to careers in education. 

Since some participants in this study struggled with identity development, it is 

recommended that colleges, universities, and/or mentoring programs train all staff in culturally 

responsive mentoring and racial identity theory so that the needs of ethnically diverse students 

can be met effectively. Perhaps having conversations about identity congruent actions versus 
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identity incongruent actions as described by Oyserman and Destin’s (2010) Identity-Based 

Motivation model would help the participants to understand what they are experiencing. 

Participants shared that it was difficult to balance both their “worlds” and they did not want to be 

rejected by family and friends because they were getting a college education. The demands of the 

college culture may mean that they feel a need to behave or to speak in a different manner in 

order to achieve that “college student” identity. Mentoring programs or counseling services may 

help students to gain confidence to go their own way, if necessary, so they do not become a 

statistic and so they can thrive as a successful college student. 

Students in this research cohort articulated the challenges that racism poses to their 

success as a developing teacher. Our society as a whole and our universities and special 

programs in particular need to take a close look at forms of institutional racism and overt acts of 

racism that still exist and that send a powerful message to ethnically diverse students. Having 

honest conversations with ethnically diverse students about policies and practices and asking 

them to participate in the decision-making process can empower them and motivate them to be 

educators who are responsive to the needs of all their students and who make positive 

contributions to their communities. 

Finally, some participants in this study demonstrated a strong sense of purpose and 

internal motivation to be successful. Trying to foster that drive in other ethnically diverse 

students who are considering teaching as a future career could be beneficial for student success. 

Mentors could discuss the premises of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Attribution Theory 

with their ethnically diverse protégés in an effort to help them develop their own autonomy, 

belonging, and competence (Ryan & Deci, 2000). When students understand that characteristics 

are something they have as opposed to something they are, they may feel more motivated and 



 

 143 

more empowered to make behavioral changes when necessary. With the guidance of a mentor, 

protégés could be trained to challenge their causal attributions (Weiner, 2010) when necessary to 

help them to see that they can have autonomy over their circumstances. Therefore, a mentoring 

curriculum, grounded in SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and Attribution Theory (Weiner, 2010), 

designed with ethnically diverse education students in mind could help promote the personal 

motivation and perseverance these students may need to navigate the teacher certification 

process. 

  

Implications for Future Research 

  

More research needs to be done on the identity development of ethnically diverse 

education students who are sometimes straddling two cultures- school and home. For some who 

come from very different backgrounds, the acculturation process can be a real challenge. How 

can they maintain their own ethnic identity while still successfully navigating the college 

culture? It was interesting to note that in this study and in previous studies that informed this 

research African American students reported that religion and church family were strong support 

systems. More research could be done on this phenomenon to see what percentage of African 

American students who are actively supported by a church family are successful in college. What 

other characteristics do these students have in common? In what ways are churches supporting 

these students? 

Another area for possible future research could center on the notion that many ethnically 

diverse students who come from impoverished backgrounds want to return to their communities 

to make a positive impact. Shaniqua, Jacinta, and Donnell all reported this. While Donnell said 
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that he did not want to live in his city again, he does intend to go back as an educator and to 

make some positive changes. Destiny is presently teaching 1st grade in her urban community, and 

she is working on establishing more mentoring opportunities for her students. While Caucasian 

students often want to return to their communities to teach, it is unclear if they have the same 

motivation to make the community better. Do Caucasian pre-service teachers see themselves as 

change agents at the same rate some students of color reported in this study? 

 While my intent was to specifically research only ethnically diverse students’ perceptions 

in this study, it would be interesting to see if Caucasian students reported similar support systems 

or experiences with mentoring. Maybe with the exception of the effect of racism on their identity 

development, the Caucasian students’ stories would be similar? The differentiating line may be 

more about socio-economic barriers than about ethnicity. Future research could shed more light 

on those areas. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Overall, participants involved in intentional or formal mentoring relationships reported 

that mentoring had a positive effect on their career aspirations if the relationship occurred prior 

to them coming to college. In some cases, students had mentors in college and those mentors 

were reported to have more of an impact on the students’ academic success in college because 

the participants had already decided to pursue teaching. Some students reported that specific 

teachers that they called “mentors” from their PreK-12 school experience influenced them to 

consider teaching because they were “great teachers;” they showed an interest in them; and they 

supported the students academically and/or personally. While these examples could qualify as 
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mentoring based on the operational definition used in this study, there is a distinction between 

teachers going above and beyond to help students and a real mentor. However, some teachers 

who were not part of an intentional mentoring program clearly could be viewed as legitimate 

“mentors” as defined in this research study, because they worked with students outside of school 

or beyond the scope of their teaching duties, and the student reported that they had a significant 

impact on them.  

In a few cases, the findings reflect that students see these teachers as inspirational role 

models, but they may not be actual mentors as defined in this study. However, all participants 

named at least one teacher and/or mentor-teacher whom they wanted to emulate and that is an 

important finding because excellent, caring teachers can impact ethnically diverse students’ 

perceptions about careers in education. 

Nine out of 10 participants credited their mentors with supporting their college success. 

All reported that previous mentor-teachers helped them to build a strong academic foundation so 

they could be successful in college. Five students reported that having a mentor kept them 

accountable to do well in school. Some participants shared that their mentors positively affected 

their sense of belonging in school and/or in the teaching profession. 

Those participants who had parents who had college experience tended to report that they 

had an easier transition into college and fewer family struggles that distracted them from their 

studies. These students had more “college knowledge” than did participants whose parents had 

not attended college. Since 50% of the participants reported that family perspective and family 

support were the most important factors impacting their college success, this is an important 

finding. It indicates that the disparity between those students who have versus those who do not 



 

 146 

have family support needs to be addressed when working with ethnically diverse students. Group 

mentoring programs may resemble “a family” as a support system for these students. 

Those participants who identified significant family struggles or home environment 

issues as barriers to their success also pointed out that they found it difficult to negotiate both 

their home environment and the college culture. They reported that they often felt like they did 

not belong in either culture. It may be beneficial for ethnically diverse students who come from 

impoverished or unstable backgrounds to be matched with a mentor who understands their 

experience so they can provide specific feedback about how to work through that part of their 

identity development. Therefore, mentors who work with this clientele should be versed in racial 

identity theory and culturally responsive mentoring.  

All participants who identified lack of family support and issues related to their 

environment spoke about how they needed to live in two worlds and this was a constant 

challenge. Once again, given that belonging may be a central factor for these students to succeed 

in college, mentoring programs and/or colleges need to address this issue by providing group 

mentoring and access for these students to participate in campus activities. The participants in 

this study who were actively involved in the campus life reported that they felt a sense of 

belonging at college.  However, four of the students in this sample were commuters who found it 

difficult to participate in campus organizations and activities because of transportation and 

access.  

Seven of the 10 students in this sample shared that their intrinsic motivation to do well 

was a major factor contributing to their academic success. They shared that they have a strong 

sense of purpose and that failure is not an option. These students know how to advocate for 

themselves, are not afraid to ask for help, and have a desire to make a positive impact on other 
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students. Building off of these strengths, mentoring programs and universities should provide 

these ethnically diverse students with leadership opportunities and a “voice” in policy decisions. 

In this way, they may be empowered and validated. Participants shared their gratitude for the 

opportunity to tell their stories as part of this research project in hopes of helping other ethnically 

diverse students who may pursue a career in education. 

Based on these participants, it appears as though a good formula for trying to recruit 

ethnically diverse students to consider teaching as a future career would be to educate their 

parents about the benefits of a teaching career, to identify the students early, to support them 

academically so they are college ready, to provide them with a mentor or access to a mentoring 

program that focuses on teacher preparation, and to provide them with classroom apprenticeship 

opportunities. When students do not have family support to navigate the college application 

process and culture, specific programs should help them to understand and utilize their resources. 

Honest conversations about the impact of their environment, institutional racism, and negotiating 

their college student identity should be promoted to help the students “belong” to the college 

culture and to express any concerns they have about becoming a teacher of color. The majority 

of these participants expressed their desire to help others; therefore, if given the opportunity to 

share their experiences, to have a “voice” in the college culture, they may be empowered and see 

themselves as change agents. Perhaps as mentor-teachers one day they will be counted with the 

“long legacy of educators who have dedicated themselves to serving subordinate populations in 

the United States and have envisioned their work as part of the effort to liberate and empower the 

oppressed” (Noguera, 2003).    

Mentoring is clearly not the only factor that contributes to ethnically diverse education 

students’ success and career decisions; however, these participants’ stories generally reflected 
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how mentoring had a positive impact in their lives. The recommendations outlined in this 

dissertation may contribute to a solution to the disparity problem and may impact the recruitment 

and retention of ethnically diverse students in the field of education. 

 



 

 149 

REFERENCES CITED 
 
 
Agnew, N. and Pike, S. (2007). The science game: An introduction to behavioral and social 

sciences. (7th ed.) Ontario: Oxford University Press. 

American Association of State Colleges and Universities. (2012). Serving America’s  

future: Increasing college readiness. 

American Human Development Project. (2010). The Measure of America 2010-2011:  

Access to Knowledge in America Today. Retrieved from  

http://www.measureofamerica. org/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/AHDP-EDUCATION-

FACT-SHEET-11.08.10.pdf  

Aronowitz, S., and Giroux, H. (1985). Education under siege: The conservative, liberal  

and radical debate over schooling. South Hadley: Bergin & Garvey. 

Benishek, L. A., Bieschke, K.J., Park, J., & Slattery, S.M. (2004). A multicultural  

feminist model of mentoring. Journal of Multicultural Counseling and  

Development, 32, 428-443. 

Bianco, M., Leech, N. L., & Mitchell, K. (2011). Pathways to teaching: African  

American male teens explore teaching as a career. Journal Of Negro  

Education, 80(3), 368-383.  

Bonilla-Silva, E. (2003). Racism without racists: Color-blind racism and the persistence  

of racial inequality in the United States. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Brendtro, L., Brokenleg, M., & Van Bockern. (2001). Reclaiming youth at risk: Our hope for the 

future. Bloomington, IN: National Education Service.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1977). Toward an experimental ecology of human development. American 

Psychologist, 32, 515-531. 



 

 150 

Brown, A.L. (2009). “Brothers gonna work it out:” Understanding the pedagogic performance of 

African American male students. Urban Review, 41, 416-435. dio:10.1007/s11256-008-

0116-8 

Brown, A.L. (2011). Pedagogies of experience: A case of the African American male teacher. 

Teaching Education, 22(4), 363-376. doi:10.1080/10476210.2011.570748 

Bryk, A.S., Sebring, P.B., Allensworth, E., Luppescu, S. and Easton, J.Q. (2010).  

Organizing schools for improvement: Lessons from Chicago. Chicago and  

London: The University of Chicago. 

Contreras, F. (2011). Strengthening the bridge to higher academically promising  

underrepresented students. Journal of Advanced Academics, 22(3), 500-526. 

Creswell, J. W. (2003). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed  methods 

approaches. (2nd  ed.) London, UK: Sage. 

Dahlvig, J. (2010). Mentoring of African American students at a predominantly White  

institution (PWI). Christian Higher Education, 9(5), 369-395.  

doi:10.1080/15363750903404266 

Darling-Hammond, L. (2000). Teacher quality and student achievement: A review of  

state policy evidence. Educational Policy Analysis Archives, 8, 1-48. Retrieved  

from http:// epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v8nl 

Davis, J. E. & Jordan, W. J. (1994). The effects of school context, structure and  

experiences on African American males in middle and high school. Journal of  

Negro Education, 63 (4), 570-587. 



 

 151 

Duncan, A. (2010, June). Changing the HBCU narrative: From corrective action to creative 

investment- Remarks by Secretary Arne Duncan. The HBCU Symposium at the North 

Carolina Central University Centennial, Durham, NC. 

Esposito, L. and Murphy, J. W. (2010). Post civil rights racism and the need to challenge  

racial/ethnic inequality beyond the limits of liberalism. Theory in Action. 3 (2) 38- 

63. 

Fiske, J. (1996). Media matters: Race and gender in U.S. politics. Minneapolis: Univesity of 

Minnesota Press. 

Fletcher, L. (2010). Growing pains: Transitional issues in higher education. Academic  

Leadership Live: The Online Journal, 8 (4), September 28, 2010. 

Ford, D. Y., Moore, I. L., & Scott, M. (2011). Key Theories and frameworks for  

improving the recruitment and retention of African American students in gifted 

education. Journal Of Negro Education, 80(3), 239-253. 

Forsyth, D. R., Story, P. A., Kelley, K. N., & McMillan, J. H. (2009). What causes failure and 

success? Students’ perceptions of their academic outcomes. Social Psychology of 

Education, 12, 157-174. 

Frankenberg, E. (2009). The segregation of American teachers. Education Policy Analysis 

Archives.  17 (1) Retrieved [August 30, 2010] from http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v17n1/ 

Gadsden, V. L., R. R. Smith, & W. J. Jordan (1996). The promise of desegregation: Tendering 

expectations and reality in achieving quality schools. Urban Education, 31 (4), 381-402. 

Garcia, M. (2010). When Hispanic students attempt to succeed in college, but do not.  

Community College Journal Of Research & Practice, 34(10), 839-847. 

doi:10.1080/10668926.2010.485003 



 

 152 

Gillis, M. K. (1990). Impact of testing on minorities entering teaching. Teacher Education and 

Practice, 6(2), 23-27. 

Gordon, J. (1994). Why students of color are not entering teaching: Reflections from minority 

teachers. Journal of Teacher Education, 45, 346-353. 

 doi: 10.1177/0022487194045005007 

Gordon, J. (2000). The color of teaching. New York: Routledge Falmer. 

Graham, A., & Erwin, K. D. (2011). "I don't think Black men teach because how  

they get treated as students": High-achieving African American boys' perceptions of 

teaching as a career option. Journal of Negro Education, 80(3), 398-416. 

Graham, S. & Taylor, A. (2002). Ethnicity, gender and the development of achievement values. 

In Development of achievement motivation. New York: Academic Press. 

Howard, T.C. (2008). Who really cares? The disenfranchisement of African American males in 

pre K-12 schools: A critical race theory perspective. Teachers College Record, 110(5), 

954-85. 

Jackson, J.F.L., & Moore III, J.L. (2008). The African American male crisis in education: A 

popular media infatuation or needed public policy response? American Behavioral 

Scientist, 51(7), 847-853. 

Jaynes, G. D., and Williams, R.M. (1989). A common destiny: Blacks and American society. 

Washington, DC: National Academy Press. 

Kaplan, A. & Flum, H. (2009). Motivation and identity: The relations of action and development 

in educational contexts-an introduction to the Special issue. Educational Psychologist, 44 

(2), 73-77. 



 

 153 

Kirby, S. N., Berends, M., & Naftel, S. (1999). Supply and demand of minority teachers in 

Texas: Problems and prospects. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis. 21(1), 47– 

66. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (2007). Pushing past the achievement gap: An essay on the language of 

deficit. The Journal of Negro Education. 76 (3), 316 -323. 

La Guardia, J. G. (2009). Developing who I am: A self-determination theory approach to the 

establishment of healthy identities. Educational Psychologist, 44, 90-104.  

LASSI: Learning and Study Strategies Inventory. Scales of LASSI. Retrieved on [November10, 

2011] from http://www.hhpublishing.com/_assessments/LASSI/scales.html 

Lichtman, M. (2010). Qualitative research in education: A user’s guide. (2nd ed.). Los  

 Angeles, CA: Sage. 

Locke, E. A., & Latham, G. P. (2002). Building a practically useful theory of goal setting and 

task motivation: A 35-year odyssey. American Psychologist, 57, 705-717. 

Madkins, T. C. (2011). The Black Teacher Shortage: A Literature Review of Historical and 

Contemporary Trends. Journal Of Negro Education, 80(3), 417-427. 

Maehr, M. L., & Zusho, A. (2009). Achievement goal theory: The past, present, and future. In K. 

R. Wentzel & A. Wigfield (Eds.), Handbook of motivation at school (pp. 77-104). New 

York: Routledge. 

Maxwell, J. A. (2004). Causal explanation, qualitative research, and scientific inquiry in 

education. Educational Researcher, 33(2), 3–11.  

Mehan, H., Villanueva, I., Hubbard, L., & Lintz, A. (1996). Constructing school success:  

The consequences of untracking low-achieving students. New York, NY:  

Cambridge University Press. 



 

 154 

Merriam, S. (1983). Mentors and protégés: A critical review of the literature. Adult  

Education Quarterly, 33(3), 161-173. 

Millersville University Factbook. (2013). Admission and retention rates for ethnically diverse 

students. Retrieved on [July 1, 2013] from www.millersville.edu 

Murnane, R. J., Singer, J. D., Willett, J. B., Kemple, J. J., and Olsen, R. J. (1991). Who  

will teach? Policies that matter. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  

Myers, K. & Williamson, P. (2002). Race talk: The perpetuation of racism through private 

discourse. Race and Society, 4(1), 3-26. 

McIntosh, P. (2004). White privilege: Unpacking the invisible knapsack. M. A. Collins (Ed.) 

Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. 

McLaughlin, E. (2012). Pew Report: Record numbers of Latinos in U.S. colleges, public schools. 

Retrieved on November 1, 2012 from 

http://schoolsofthought.blogs.cnn.com/2012/08/20/pew-report-record-numbers-of-

latinos-in-u-s-colleges-public-schools/ 

National Center of Education Statistics.  Graduation rates. Retrieved on [October 10, 2010]  

from www.nces.org.  

National Center of Education Statistics. Students of color vs. teachers of color. Retrieved on 

[November 22, 2011]. 

Noguera, P. (2003). City schools and the American dream: Reclaiming the promise of  

public education. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Oliva, M., K. Staudt. (2003). Pathways to teaching: Latino student choice and professional 

identity development. Equity and Excellence in Education, 36, 270-279. 

 



 

 155 

Omi, M. & Winnant, H. (1994). Racial formation in the United States: From the 1960's  

to the 1990's. New York: Routledge. 

Orfield, G., Frankenberg, E. D. and Lee, C. (January 2003).  The resurgence of school  

segregation. Educational Leadership 16-20. 

Orfield, G., & Lee, C. (2007). Historic reversals, accelerating resegregation, and the need for 

new integration strategies. Cambridge, MA: Civil Rights Project at Harvard University.  

Oyserman, D. (2006). Pathways for youth: School-to-jobs, an after-school program. University 

of Michigan. 

Oyserman, D., & Bybee, D., & Terry, K. (2006). Possible selves and academic outcomes: How 

and when possible selves impel action. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 91, 

188-204. 

Oyserman, D. & Destin, M. (2010). Identity-based motivation: Implications for intervention. The 

Counseling Psychologist, 38(7), 1001-1043. 

Pabon, A., Anderson, N. S., & Kharem, H. (2011). Minding the gap: Cultivating Black  

male teachers in a time of crisis in urban schools. Journal of Negro Education, 80(3), 

358-367. 

Palmer, R.T., & Maramba, D.C. (2011). African-American male achievement: Using a tenet of 

critical theory to explain the African-American male achievement disparity. Education 

and Urban Society, 43, 431-450. dio:10.1177/0013124510380715 

Pennsylvania Department of Education. (2008). College going graduation rates by ethnicity.  

Retrieved [October 10, 2010] from www.pde.state.pa.us. 

 

 



 

 156 

Perkins, L. M. (1989). The history of Blacks in teaching: Growth and decline within the  

profession. In D. Warren (Ed.), American teachers: Histories of a profession at  

work (pp. 344-369). New York: American Educational Research Association. 

Phillips-Jones, L. (2003). The mentor’s guide: How to be the kind of mentor you once had-or  

wish you’d had. CCC/The Mentoring Group, 13560 Mesa Drive, Grass Valley, CA 

95949. 

Ramirez, A.Y. (2010). Why teach? Ethnic minority college students’ views on teaching. 

multicultural education, 29-35. 

Ramirez, A.Y. (2009). Ethnic minorities and teaching: an examination of the low  

numbers in the teaching profession. Multicultural Education, 16(4), 19-24. 

Ryan, R. M, & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic  

motivation, social development, and well-being.  American Psychologist, 55, 68-78. 

Shen, J., Wegenke, G. L., & Cooley, V. E. (2003). Has the public teaching force become  

more diversified? Educational Horizons, 81(3), 112–118.  

Smith, V., Mack, F., and Akyea, S. (2004). African-American male honor students’  

views of teaching as a career choice. Teacher Education Quarterly, 31, 75-88. 

Suarez-Balcazar, Y., Orellana-Damacela, L., Portillo, N. Rowan, J. M. & Andrews-Guillen, C. 

(2003). Experiences of differential treatment among college students of color. The 

Journal of Higher Education. 4, 429-444. 

Sawyer, R. (2001). Mentoring but not being mentored: Improving student-to-student mentoring 

programs to attract urban youth to teaching. Urban Education. 36 (1), 39-59. 

Taylor, D. L. and Clark, M. P, (2009).  “Set up to fail”: Institutional racism and the sabotage of 

school improvement. Equity & Excellence in Education. 42 (2), 114–129. 



 

 157 

Trevino, A. (2011). Latino educators of tomorrow: Culture specific mentoring for the college 

transition. Dissertation defended at Brigham Young University. 

The Nation’s Report Card. (n.d.). Dig Deeper into Reading Results. National Assessment of 

Educational Progress. Retrieved from http://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ 

reading_2011/index_alt.asp 

The Nation’s Report Card. (n.d.). Dig Deeper into the Mathematics Results. National  

Assessment of Educational Progress. Retrieved from http://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ 

math_2011/ 

Vansteenkiste, M., Lens, W. & Deci, E. (2006). Intrinsic versus extrinsic goal contents in  

self-determination theory: Another look at the quality of academic motivation. 

Educational Psychologist, 41(1), 19-31. 

Weiner, B. (2010). The development of an attribution-based theory of motivation: A history  

of ideas. Educational Psychologist, 45, 28-36. 

Wentzel, K. R. (2001). The contribution of social goal setting to children’s school adjustment. In 

A. Wigfield & J. S. Eccles (Eds.), Development of achievement motivation (pp. 221-246). 

San Diego, CA: Academic Press. 

Witmer, M. M. (2012). Identifying needs and characteristics of students of color in education 

programs: mixed methods approach. . 

Zamudio, M. M. and Rios, F. (2006). From traditional to liberal racism: Living racism in the 

everyday.  Sociological Perspectives. 49(4), 483-501. 

Zeichner, K. M. (2003). The adequacies and inadequacies of three current strategies to  

recruit, prepare, and retain the best teachers for all students. Teachers College Record 

105 490-519 doi:10.1111/1467-9620.00248 



 

 158 

APPENDIX A 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 

The initial codebook for this research was developed based on the following assumptions that 

have been derived from the previous studies I conducted: 

1. In this study, a mentor is defined as an experienced adviser and supporter in a semi-

formal or formal mentoring relationship with a protégé. A distinction will be made 

between this type of mentor and family members who serve as encouragers, for 

example. 

2. Mentoring fosters a sense of belonging and accountability that may positively impact 

students’ success at college. 

3. First generation college students often need a support system, such as a mentor, to 

help them negotiate the college culture. 

4. Ethnically diverse students’ prior academic and social experiences in school 

contribute to their decision-making about pursuing careers in education. 

5. Ethnically diverse students’ families’ perceptions of careers in education affect 

students’ career aspirations. 

The following graphic depicts the conceptual framework that guides this research. The premise is 

that an ethnically diverse student’s family’s perceptions about education and careers in education 

and the student’s prior school experiences, that include their interests, motivation, academic 

identity, and college readiness play a part in their career aspirations and college success. The 

overriding research question for this dissertation is whether or not a student perceives mentoring 

as playing a significant role in a student’s career aspirations and college success. I also 
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endeavored to find out if the proportion and overlap of the three main contributing factors 

resonate with the participants’ experiences (see Figure A1). 
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Figure A1. Proposed Conceptual Model  

The Conceptual Model reflects the three major factors that are hypothesized to 

affect an ethnically diverse education students’ career aspirations and college 

success: Family Perspectives on Education and Careers in Education, Prior 

School Experience, which includes interest in teaching, motivation, college 

readiness and academic identity; and Mentoring, focusing on accountability and 

sense of belonging.

Student's career 
aspiration and 
college success 

Mentoring 
•  Sense of Belonging 
•  Accountability 

Family 
Perspectives 
on Education 
& Careers in 

Education 

Prior School 
Experiences  
•  Interests/Motivation 
•  College Readiness 
•  Academic Identity 
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Figure A2. Revised Conceptual Model  

“Other Support Systems” including friends, church, and campus resources was 

added to the conceptual model based on participants’ reported experiences. Since 

many of the participants noted that some of their friends and church members 

were also their “mentors,” this factor was added to the Mentoring factor. Family 

perspective was the largest factor as per participants’ rankings so that circle is 

larger than on the original model.

Student's career aspiration and 
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Mentoring 
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•  Other Support Systems 

•  church 
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•  campus resources 
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•  College Readiness 
•  Academic Identity 
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APPENDIX B 

PROTOCOLS FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

Title of Research: Ethnically diverse education students’ perceptions of mentoring: Implications 
for career aspirations and college success 
 
1st Interview- purpose is to build rapport, get background information 
   

Sample questions:  
What led you to where you are today (college)? 

 Describe your experiences in K-12 schools. 
With regard to school success, who has impacted you the most and  

how? What has impacted you the most and how? 
How would you describe the overall quality of your K-12 school?  
What was your experience with your teachers, especially with  
teachers of color?  
Have you ever had a teacher that made you feel empowered?  

Please explain. 
 

How do you describe yourself as a student? 
How has your family background impacted your college experience? 
Has your family’s perceptions of careers in education affected your  

career aspirations? 
What contributed to your decision to be an education major? 
 What perceptions do you have about careers in education?  

What contributed to those perceptions? 
Were you ever given an opportunity to hear about teaching and other  

related careers during your K-12 education? 
   What areas of study were you encouraged to pursue?  

Who encouraged you? 
Did that encouragement affect your career decision? If so, how? 

  Were there any teacher preparation programs at your high school?  
(Examples of programs are: shadowing a teacher, Teacher Cadet  
Program, Pathways2Teaching, etc.) 
If so, did you participate in them? Why or why not? 

 
How many teachers of color did you have in your elementary through high  

school years? 
How many were the same race/ethnicity as you? 
What do you think about that? 
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2nd Interview- purpose is to understand students’ challenges and supports  

with regard to their college success  
 Sample questions: 

How are things going presently?  
Do you feel like you belong at college? If so, what has contributed to that? 
Does having a mentor/mentee increase your desire to do well as a college  

student? 
What characteristics do you have that are supporting your college  

success?  
What challenges have you/are you facing at college? 
What support systems do you have? 
How did you get involved in mentoring? 
Has mentoring played a part in your college success or career decision- 

making?  
Please describe your mentoring relationship. 

What are some of the benefits of being a mentor? 
What are some benefits of being a mentee? 

What are some benefits of being in the mentoring program? 
What are some of the challenges of being in the mentoring program? 

 
Writing prompt:  

Describe a time that you had to overcome a barrier to your success and how you 
handled that challenge. 

 
  
3rd Interview- purpose is to debrief and discuss what this all means to them 
   
 Discussion question: 
  Remind them what we have discussed so far and the purpose of this  

research study. Show the participants the conceptual framework graphic  
and have them identify if this fits for them or not and how or why not. 

 
Writing prompt:  

“What do you think this all means?” Provide them the opportunity to make  
meaning of their own perceptions and experiences. (member checking) 
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APPENDIX C 

TEMPLE UNIVERSITY INFORMED CONSENT 

Title of the research study: Ethnically diverse education students’ perceptions of mentoring: 

Implications for career aspirations and college success 

Principal Investigator: Catherine Schifter, PhD Professor  

College of Education- Psychology, Organization & Leadership 215-204-3477 

Student Investigator: Miriam M. Witmer, Doctoral Candidate 

College of Education- Psychology, Organization & Leadership 717-330-4892 

 

This study involves research. The purpose of the qualitative study is to provide a thick 

description of ethnically diverse education majors’ perceptions and experiences with mentoring. 

Mentoring may help students to explore various career options, including careers in education, 

and may help diverse students feel a sense of belonging and a sense of accountability at college 

and that may positively affect their college success. If mentoring does play a role in developing 

career aspirations and supporting school success, perhaps universities can use formal mentoring 

to improve the recruitment and retention of ethnically diverse students in the field of education.  

In addition to mentoring, the researcher will explore the extent to which family 

perceptions about education and careers in education, and prior school experiences, including 

personal interests and motivation, college readiness, academic identity, and institutional racism, 

also play into a students’ career decision-making process and perceived success at college. The 

proposed conceptual model will be explored by comparing it to the participants’ self-reported 

experiences. The findings may help to inform secondary schools, colleges, and existing 

mentoring programs as well as empower ethnically diverse students who participate in this study. 
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What you should know about a research study: 

• Someone will explain this research study to you. 

• You volunteer to be in a research study. 

• Whether you take part is up to you. 

• You can choose not to take part in the research study. 

• You can agree to take part now and later change your mind. 

• Whatever you decide, it will not be held against you. 

• Feel free to ask all the questions you want before and after you decide. 

• By signing this consent form, you are not waiving any of the legal rights that you 

otherwise would have as a participant in a research study. 

The estimated duration of your study participation is 4 months. The study procedures consist of 

your participation in three interviews. The purpose of the first interview is to build rapport and 

get background information on your past school experiences, family background and career 

decision-making. The purpose of the second interview is to understand the challenges you have 

faced and your support network with regard to your college success. The purpose of the third 

interview is to debrief and to provide you with the opportunity to make meaning of your 

experiences and how they have contributed to your career aspirations and college success. You 

will also be asked to respond to two writing prompts during the interview phases. 

The reasonably foreseeable risks or discomforts are not applicable since you will decide how 

much you want to share about your experiences in the interviews. 
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The benefit you will obtain from the research is the knowledge that you have contributed to the 

understanding of this topic and perhaps helped to establish beneficial programs and policies for 

other education majors of color. 

Please contact the research team with questions, concerns, or complaints about the research and 

any research-related injuries by calling 717-330-4892 or e-mailing tuc56757@temple.edu. 

This research has been reviewed and approved by the Temple University Institutional Review 

Board. Please contact them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any of the 

following: questions, concerns, or complaints about the research; questions about your rights; to 

obtain information; or to offer input. 

By checking the following, you agree to be: ____videotaped/audiotaped so that an accurate 

transcription of the interviews can be done. 

Confidentiality: Efforts will be made to limit the disclosure of your personal information, 

including research study records, to people who have a need to review this information. 

However, the study team cannot promise complete secrecy. For example, although the study 

team has put in safeguards to protect your information, there is always a potential risk of loss of 

confidentiality. There are several organizations that may inspect and copy your information to 

make sure that the study team is following the rules and regulations regarding research and the 

protection of human subjects. These organizations include the IRB, Temple University, its 

affiliates and agents, Temple University Health System, Inc., its affiliates and agents, the study 

sponsor and its agents, and the Office for Human Research Protections.  
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As per federal regulations, all data will be retained for at least three years in a locked office file 

cabinet. If you would like a report of the findings, please contact the student investigator in June 

2014 and a report will be made available to you. If you have any questions concerning the 

research purpose or procedures, please do not hesitate to ask the researcher. We are committed to 

full disclosure for this research project. If at any time you would like to withdraw from the study, 

you may do so without penalty. If you withdraw from the study at any point, all of the data 

associated with you will be destroyed and kept confidential. 

Signature Block for Capable Adult 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 

DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER 
THIS DATE  May 31, 2014 

   

Signature of subject  Date 
 

Printed name of subject 
 

   

Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
 
 

                  Printed name of person obtaining consent   
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APPENDIX D 

POSITION STATEMENT 

As a researcher, I realized that I was an active participant who co-constructs the 

participants' reality via asking questions or omitting questions. Based on past experiences 

working with ethnically diverse students, I understood that power structures and politics impact 

these students; therefore, one of the goals of this dissertation was to expose these structures and 

to offer recommendations to limit their effects so that access to a career in education may be a 

reality for those ethnically diverse students who desire it. I was keenly aware of trying to avoid 

presenting an elitist attitude. For example, I did not profess that I "know" what is "right" or 

"better" for ethnically diverse students. I endeavored to understand their circumstance, 

motivations and lives enough to present their stories in an effective way and thereby challenge 

all educational stakeholders (schools, colleges and administrators), when appropriate, to look 

carefully at and to address the students' needs and characteristics and to promote fairness. 

In addition, I needed to address personal biases when interpreting the results of this 

research particularly when it comes to questions surrounding mentoring as a support system 

since I advise one mentoring program at the university in the study. However, by asking 

questions that may expose alternate possibilities, I hoped to minimize bias and influence and 

allow participants to tell their own stories.  

As a bi-racial female who pursued a career in education in the 1980’s, I was viewed as an 

outlier and I endeavor to find other outliers within this research and offer them the opportunity to 

share their stories and to potentially inform the power structures that exist in an effort to improve 

the recruitment and retention of ethnically diverse students in education programs.  

In addition, I coordinate a mentoring program for middle school, high school and college 
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students and I believe in the potential of mentoring to help students achieve all their goals. This 

has lead me to be curious if ethnically diverse students have mentoring experiences, and if they 

do, do they think that mentoring supports their future career aspirations and college success. 

 

Ontological Beliefs 

 Although my bias is that the reality of recruiting and retaining ethnically diverse students 

in the field of education is most likely embedded in power structures and political processes in 

society, my epistemological belief is that the participants should speak for themselves and 

alternate explanations for their experiences were explored. Therefore, I planned to approach the 

data collection and analysis of this research endeavor from a constructivist paradigm; whereby, 

both the participants and I constructed the reality of this phenomenon in order to limit some of 

the bias. However, one goal of the research was to provide recommendations that may be 

situated within the power structure of secondary schools or colleges so ultimately the report of 

the findings is framed within a critical theory paradigm. 

 

Epistemological Beliefs 

By collecting rich and authentic data I can understand how students make meaning of 

their lived experiences in schools and that may help to identify support systems and barriers 

these students have toward pursuing a career in the field of education. Knowledge about how to 

recruit and retain ethnically diverse students in education programs can be attained and cannot be 

separated from the context of these students’ experiences that may be affected by power 

structures in society. I am mindful of power within the research process and the reciprocal 

influence that affects the research itself. For example, the questions I choose to ask or to omit are 
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part of the context of the knowledge acquisition that is co-constructed between the myself and 

the participants; therefore, both were acknowledged when I analyzed the data and reported the 

results.  
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APPENDIX E 

 
RIGOR OF RESEARCH 

 The goal of the research project was to obtain rich, authentic data that is embedded in the 

context of students’ lived experiences. I endeavored to find alternate explanations that do not 

support the notion that mentoring plays a positive role in students’ college success and career 

aspirations in an effort to have more trustworthy results. Focusing on trustworthiness, credibility, 

dependability and confirmability (Toma, 2011), I attempted to improve the rigor of the 

dissertation. Asking participants to make meaning of their experiences in the final interview 

supported member checking and validated participants in the research process. 

Before making interpretations, I looked for alternative explanations for the results and for 

parsimony. Using an iterative process during the analysis, I looked for causal explanations 

(Maxwell, 2004) and then compared those potential explanations to the participants’ own 

meaning making of their experiences.  

The goal was to be as transparent as possible throughout all phases of the dissertation 

research. All decisions made regarding the creation, implementation and analysis of this research 

project play a part in the overall findings so I tried to be  realistic and honest when analyzing the 

data and reporting the findings, paying particular attention to the limitations of this descriptive 

study. However, this is important research to do and it may have a dramatic effect on the 

institution’s support of mentoring as a recruitment and retention tool, and it may actually 

empower ethnically diverse students who participate in the project.  


